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The first time he came to my flat, he needed to borrow some eggs.  
“I was going to make breakfast,” he said. “I guess I need to go to the store.”  
I promise you, that’s how it happened. I’d seen him with his girlfriend moving 
onto the first floor a few months before. We’d never met. He said his name was Alex. 
When I reached the door, my hand rested on the knob for a split second before I 
opened it. And in that moment, I told myself that you’d be on the other side. I don’t 
believe in ghosts. I knew it was irrational. Of course, it wasn’t you.  
 “Alex or Alexander?” I asked, slipping my engagement ring on and off my finger 
– that nervous twitch you hated so much. 
 “Alex,” he said. “Always Alex unless I’m in trouble with my girlfriend.” 
 He said it like this had happened many times before.  
“Commander of the People,” I said, and he frowned.  
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You know how I like to play that funny game – memorizing the meanings of 
names and spurting them out like a dictionary. It’s one of those quirks you always liked 
about me. 
“Your name: it means ‘commander of the people,’” I said. 
 “And what’s your name?” he asked. 
“Rose – Rosalind – but Rose.”  
 “Rosalind, like in Shakespeare? Very English.” 
 “I’m American,” I said looking up at him and then quickly back down. 
“Me too,” he smiled. “So, Rose, how about those eggs?” 
 I led him into the kitchen. But, as you know, the word “kitchen” is really an 
exaggeration. With just enough space to lean over the stove without butting the cabinets, 
it hardly constitutes a whole room. 
 I grabbed my sketches from the counter. “It’s a bit of a mess,” I said. “You can 
tell I don’t use it much.” 
 “You’re an artist?” he asked, peering over my shoulder at the drawings. 
 “When I have the time,” I shrugged. Actually, I haven’t painted anything for 
about a year now, since I’ve had the flat to myself. Instead I added, “But I don’t make 
any money doing it.” 
 “Definitely an artist, then,” he smiled.  
 I shook my head but even so I was imagining how I would draw him. Tall with 
broad forearms, Alex took up much of the small space. I imagined painting him in my 
kitchen with all the windows open and the light dancing off the blue tile. But he’d cover 
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much of the canvass – brown eyes flecked with gold, lips parted slightly, torso hunched 
over the stove. 
 “Can I ask you a strange question?” he asked. 
 I nodded. 
 “I really hate eating by myself and my girlfriend is teaching abroad for the 
semester, so–” 
 “If this ends in you cooking for me, then yes,” I said. 
 “Good,” he smiled and rummaged through the fridge.  
 “Top shelf, next to the milk,” I said, but he’d already found the eggs. 
 He moved effortlessly around the kitchen, as if he already knew where everything 
was kept. It took almost a year, even after we were engaged and had moved in together, 
for you to find the frying pan – a fact that, looking back, I somehow find endearing but at 
the time was really quite annoying. 
  “Lived in London long?” Alex asked, cracking an egg over the rim of the bowl.  
 “I moved over here after I graduated college,” I said. “It’s been a couple of years. 
How about you? When did you cross the pond?” 
 The eggs hissed as they hit the skillet and expanded in warbled globes. Their 
translucent outer rings bubbled and turned white, then golden at the edges.  
“My girlfriend and I moved for real just a few months ago,” he said. “But we’d 
been going back and forth for a while before then. She’s British.” 
He slid two fried eggs over toast, the weak yolks bursting.  
“Yeah, I moved for a Brit, too,” I smiled.  
“And now?” 
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“Well, he’s not leaving,” I said. “And, besides, it’s a hard city to get away from.” 
He studied my expression carefully, and I wondered how much he’d guessed, how 
much you should tell a stranger cooking in your kitchen.  
 “Coffee?” I asked and poured us each a cup from the French Press your mother 
gave us.  
 We took the plates into the living room. I moved more sketches from the table, 
tossing them on the couch behind us. We sat down. 
 “Some of these still lifes are really good,” he said, turning to study them. 
 His eyes flitted over each of the drawings and settled on the one I drew of you 
when we were visiting your parents. It was of a bowl of fruit – apples, pears, a nice round 
grapefruit.  
 “It’s not a still life,” I said. “It’s a portrait.” 
 “It’s a bowl of fruit.” 
 “A bowl of fruit can be a portrait,” I said. “Portraits don’t have to be of faces and 
arms.” 
 I could never draw you right with your blue eyes ringed in gold, pointed nose and 
upturned mouth like you were always about to laugh at a good joke that only you could 
properly appreciate. So I’d drawn your breakfast instead. 
“Well, I’m just glad the fruit isn’t rotten,” Alex said. “Too many paintings have 
rotting fruit.” 
“That’s just the first draft. I never draw them rotting in the first draft.” 
 “And the second?”  
“Not until I add paint.” 
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He turned back to the table, folded the toast over and bit into it like a sandwich, 
the yolk running onto his fingers. 
  
When I think of our last morning together, I think about how it should have been. 
I should have gotten up from my seat by the window where I was drawing your portrait, 
and I should have kissed you goodbye. We would have leaned in the doorway, my arms 
wrapped around your neck, and I would have whispered, “Don’t go.” 
And you would have laughed and said silly things like, “But I have to go to 
work.” 
And I would have been spontaneous – though I was never very spontaneous when 
you were around – and I would have said, “Let’s play hooky.”  
And you would have lifted your eyebrows and laughed – and because this is what 
should have happened – you would have said, “Why not?” and dropped your suitcase. 
And I can think of lots of things we could have done after that. But that’s only 
what should have happened. 
Instead, I didn’t even look away from the canvas. I was so intent on getting the 
lighting right, I’m not sure if I even said, ‘Goodbye.’  
When I think back on that moment, I imagine that you turned at the door and 
watched me. And I wonder if your last thought of me before the accident was of me 





Since it was just breakfast, I figured Alex’s visits weren’t doing any harm. 
Besides, there was something – an intangible quality – about him. Maybe it was that he 
was safe – nothing could happen while we each had somebody else. So after a while, I 
started leaving the door of my apartment unlocked. Not so much as a direct invitation. 
More like an open suggestion. And he came of course. I knew he would.  
“I brought the goods,” he said one morning, letting himself in.  
He held up a grocery bag and walked into the kitchen. 
“I just think you should know that I’m engaged,” I said all in a rush. I’d been 
thinking about how I should tell him this since our first meeting and planning just how I 
would broach the subject. You would say that I completely botched it, that I always botch 
subtlety, which, of course, is true. 
“I guessed as much,” he said, pointing to my ring. 
The small square cut diamond caught the light from the kitchen window and 
flashed.  
“Yes, well, I just thought you should know,” I said, helping him un-bag the 
groceries. “He’s never home, so some people don’t realize.” 
“How long have you been engaged?” he asked. 
“Over a year.” 
“Mmmhmm.” But his eyes narrowed, and he looked at me that half-second longer 
than usual, like he knew otherwise. “So I have a question,” he said. “Is that portrait you 
drew of him?” 
I nodded. 
“And you haven’t finished it because – ?” 
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“I need the subject in front of me,” I said.  
“You mean you need a bowl of fruit? Because I can get that to you right now. I’ll 
just go downstairs and –.” 
“No, I mean –” 
“I know what you mean,” he said. “Where is he exactly?”  
My eyes widened. I wasn’t used to his direct questions. “He went to work,” I said. 
“Long hours.” 
“Really long hours,” he shook his head. “I don’t think he’s come home once since 
I moved in.” 
I shrugged. “It’s complicated.” 
“It’s complicated,” he repeated. “Ok, so he’s off and you’re, what, left waiting?” 
“No, I’m left fielding questions from people like you.” 
There was an infinitesimal moment where I felt the direction of things could go 
one of two ways. I gave him that look you know so well: that look that says ‘not any 
further.’ Only I think this time it was more pleading than that. ‘Let me win’ was more 
like it. 
He let me win.  
“Complicated, huh?” he asked. “Well, you know what ‘they’ say: most everything 
good always is.” 
“Mmmm… right, ‘they.’ Who’s that again?” 
We laughed.  
“Fine, not ‘they,’ me,” he said. “But I think some things are worth finishing.” 
“Like a painting of a fruit bowl?” 
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 “Like a portrait,” he said. “Just think about it.” 
 
 After that we stopped referring to you altogether. Skipping over the subject of you 
was just another part of our routine. He made the omelets, I fixed the coffee, he harped on 
how I should paint something, and I showed him a new sketch I’d been working on of 
just his arms stretched over the skillet. 
 “This isn’t the same portrait,” he laughed. “Is this one of me?” He seemed 
pleased. 
 I shrugged.  
 “Look, I even have arms,” and he raised his in mock celebration. 
 We both laughed. We laughed long after it ceased to be funny. 
It wasn’t until he left that I realized I hadn’t once thought of you the entire 
morning. Not when I poured the coffee from your mother’s French Press. Not when we 
talked about my artwork. Not when Alex ducked out for work.  
The thought hit me – or more like smacked me – as I was washing my coffee cup. 
I didn’t want to think of what that might mean. I ran my finger around the rim of the mug 
and let the water run.  
 
The last time he came over, his grocery bag was bulkier than usual.  
“I thought I’d make omelets today to celebrate,” he said. 
“What are we celebrating?” 
“My girlfriend’s coming home.”  
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I was surprised that spring had passed so quickly. He popped a bottle of 
champagne, and I grabbed glasses even as I protested that it was 11 in the morning.  
“We’ll close the blinds,” he said. “And turn out the lights so it’ll seem later.” 
We hung towels over the blinds for greater effect.  
I brought out candles. “Because it’s so dark,” I said, in way of explanation. 
“Of course.” 
We toasted our glasses and drank deeply but even so it felt more like a funeral 
than a celebration. We drank two glasses before we started the omelets.  
He cracked eggs over a bowl and whirred the golden centers into a frothy blur. 
I diced tomatoes, onions and green pepper. 
He dished the omelets onto plates and carried them into the living room. He 
glanced over at my portrait of you. He seemed irresistibly drawn to it – like it was a 
problem to solve. 
“When did you draw this?” he asked. 
“About a year ago,” I said.  
I cut into the omelet, the egg falling away from the knife and the vegetables 
spilling out. We ate in silence, talking only after we’d pushed back our plates and poured 
more champagne. 
“I think you should finish it,” he said. 
“Actually, I have done a little work on it,” I said.  
He frowned at the untouched sketch on the couch. 
“No, not that one,” I said. “A newer version. I added paint.” 
He smiled. “And where is this newer version?” 
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I grabbed a package off the mantel. “Open it later,” I said. 
“I hate waiting,” he said. “Come on, let me open it now.” 
I shook my head. “You should say, ‘thank you,’” I said. “It’s a gift. That’s what 
people normally do in situations like these.” 
“But why this one?” he smiled. “Why not the one of that fine looking man frying 
eggs?” 
I laughed. “I’m keeping that one,” I said. “Take what you’re given.” 
“And happily,” he said. “I look forward to meeting your fiancé.” He raised his 
eyebrows and grinned. 
“It’s a bowl of fruit,” I said. “It will look good in your kitchen.” 
I carried the dishes to the sink. I took my engagement ring off and placed it on the 
ledge above the faucet. I ran warm water and slid my hands over the plates. After rinsing, 
I toweled them dry. Alex put everything back in the cupboard. 
When the ring fell, it made the tiniest little clinking sound. I could hear it clanging 
as it went down the pipe. I saw the whole thing, even though I don’t know how it 
happened. I’ve always taken my ring off to do dishes, but this time it was like the ring 
jumped off the shelf of its own accord. I saw it flash as it fell, so very slowly I could have 
almost caught it, but I didn’t. I just watched it plunk into the suds. 
I screamed and turned off the water, but I wasn’t as upset as maybe I should have 
been and that upset me more. You always said I shouldn’t take it off to do dishes, and 
you were right of course. You were almost always right, which I almost always hated. 
Alex came up behind me. “Do you have a plumber’s wrench?” he asked. 
“I don’t know,” I said, grabbing your tool set from the bottom shelf. 
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Alex rummaged through it and held up a bright orange wrench with an adjustable 
metal top. “Plumber’s wrench,” he said and ducked underneath the sink. 
I bent down beside him, our arms touching. He clamped the wrench around the U-
shaped drain and twisted. The pipe came off in his hands. 
“I’d move back if I were you,” he said and tapped the drain trap on the counter.  
A water-logged mesh of hair and food scraps fell out. “You think it’s in there?” I 
asked. 
He shrugged and fingered through the mess, emerging with the ring. A little egg 
was on it, and he rinsed it off. He watched me closely as he handed it to me. I didn’t put it 
back on.  
Instead I walked with Alex back to the table, and he poured us each what was left 
of the champagne. The champagne was almost flat, but we drank it anyway, the 
engagement ring between us. We took slow sips, stretching time.  
“Are you picking her up from the airport?” I asked.  
He shook his head. “She should be back soon.” 
Silence lengthened and enveloped us. I watched him over the rim of my glass.  
After a while, he rose from the table.  
“This was – ” he started, but I put my finger over his mouth. 
“Don’t,” I said. 
I followed him to the door. “Goodbye,” I said. 
He waved from the staircase. 
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I returned to the table. He hadn’t finished his glass of champagne. I drank it 
slowly, letting the froth settle over my tongue before swallowing. I played with my ring, 
spinning it on the table with my finger. 
“Wait,” I cried and ran back to the door. 
He was still on the staircase. He looked up expectantly.  
“You forgot your coat,” I said. 
It was hanging on a peg in the living room. I handed it to him. He draped it over 
his arm and patted it thoughtfully, then left again.  
I watched him walk down the stairs. Leaning against the doorframe, I imagined 
him returning to his room and opening the package. He’d unwrap it and find the painting 
just as he’d wished: a beautiful basket with fresh fruit, none of it rotting. He would hang 
it immediately. And I smiled as I turned from the door. 
 


















The funeral was over. Elaina and Dave drove back to the house in silence. When 
they pulled into the driveway, Elaina jumped out of the car and rushed inside, passing 
hoards of people clustered in the hallway. Biting her lip, Elaina went to the back bedroom 
– Joe’s bedroom – and shut the door. For the first time all day she let herself cry. With 
the door shut, she could make herself believe that Joe was on the other side about to come 
in.  
Elaina took a deep, shuttering breath and walked to the bed, sunk onto the 
comforter, letting her shoes slip from her feet. She lay back, letting her curly blond hair 
spread out on Joe’s pillow. The bedspread was cold and unruffled, so unlike the last time 
when she and Joe and fallen asleep, his arm resting heavily across her shoulder. She had 
woken up before him and barely breathed, afraid she’d awaken him, shattering the 
seeming eternity of the previous night. When they woke up, they’d call it quits like 
they’d talked about – like sensible people going off to college, not like those couples who 
tried something long-distance. She’d fly to New York to start her freshman year at 
Columbia, and he’d head down the road to Ole Miss.  
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“We can date other people,” Elaina had said, as if this were a good thing, as if this 
was what she wanted.  
And Joe had agreed. 
But now the bed was neatly spread and everything looked so untouched – like 
nothing had moved since that last night. Joe’s New Orleans Saints calendar still flipped to 
August and the image of the Superdome lit in pink and green and orange. The words “Ole 
Miss!” scrawled in pen under the 26th. And her name beneath that, underlined twice. She 
wondered what Joe had hoped for that night. Wondered if he’d been disappointed by how 
things had turned out. 
“Elaina,” Dave’s voice came from behind the door. And then, after a long pause, 
“Elaina. C’mon, let me in.” 
The door wasn’t locked, but Dave – Joe’s best friend – had always been careful 
with her, so Elaina wasn’t surprised that he waited outside.  
Elaina opened the door, turning away as she did, so as not to make eye contact. 
Dave followed her to the bed, sat beside her, their shoulders barely touching.  
“It was a nice funeral,” Dave said, finally.  
 Elaina turned to Dave. “I suppose. If funerals can be nice.”  
Dave looked uncomfortable in his suit. He loosened his tie and hunched over. The 
shoulders of his suit stood up. 
 “You know what I meant,” Dave said, “I think Joe would’ve—” 
 “Been pleased with the turnout?” Elaina’s voice sounded more clipped than she’d 
meant. “Sorry,” she whispered. “You being here with me means a lot.” 
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 Dave smiled at her. “I’m always here,” he said, squeezing her hand. “You know 
that.” 
 She nodded. “I just can’t believe he’s dead,” she said shaking her head. And then, 
“I wanted an open casket.” 
 Dave turned to her in surprise.  
 “I needed to see him,” she said. “To know it was really Joe. He could still be out 
there. I know he’s not. But he could be.” 
 Dave nodded, but Elaina couldn’t tell if he understood or just nodded to appease 
her. Many people had nodded to appease her lately. Before Joe’s death, she’d understood 
Dave, but now he seemed different – detached – like he didn’t know how to act around 
her without Joe.  
“I don’t think he should have been buried at all,” Dave said. 
Elaina turned to him for the first time. “How do you mean?” 
“Joe wasn’t the type to be cooped up,” Dave shrugged. “He wouldn’t have wanted 
to be in a box. Cremated would’ve been better.” 
Elaina imagined flames engulfing him. Thought of the ash swept from the 
fireplace each year.  
“He could be in so many places at once,” Dave continued. “I think Joe would’ve 
liked that.” 
“He already was,” Elaina said. Dave nodded, and this time Elaina felt sure he 
really did understand. 
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Student Body President in high school. Hiking trip through Europe the summer 
before college. SAE pledge. First-string center linebacker on the Ole Miss football team. 
Declaring pre-med in the spring. 
 “He was almost too alive to live long,” Dave said, after a pause. 
 Joe might have lived big but only to make sure he lived enough. These words had 
come to Elaina on the flight back to Mississippi. The first time back home since school 
had started and both times crying over Joe. 
Even now, sitting on the bed beside Dave, Elaina hadn’t gotten past that first line. 
She’d known Joe for five years and dated him for two. Why couldn’t she come up with 
anything else? He ran a marathon without any training. He wanted to be a heart surgeon. 
He collected bowties. He went for long bike rides. … And got hit by a drunk driver.  
“We shouldn’t have broken up,” Elaina said, finally. 
 Dave looked at her carefully and walked to Joe’s dresser drawers. “I need to 
move,” he said, in way of explanation. 
 A picture of Joe and Elaina smiled up at him. Elaina remembered the picture – 
taken at a dinner shortly after graduation. Dave turned it face down and opened the top 
drawer. Elaina joined him, and they looked inside. It was filled with socks and underwear 
and a large pile of bowties. 
“Figures,” said Dave.  
Elaina was almost afraid to touch the bowties – as if they would turn to dust under 
her fingers. She recognized many of them: The dark blue bowtie he’d worn to their senior 
prom. A green one he wore for some Irish luck on test days. A bright red one with 
miniature Ole Miss Rebels on it, which Elaina had given him when he got his acceptance 
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letter. She wondered why Joe hadn’t taken it with him to college – wondered if his 
parents had already cleaned out his dorm room.  
Dave picked up a blue one with brown and purple stripes. 
“Classic Joe,” he said. 
“Very Joe,” she agreed.  
She didn’t recognize this bowtie, and it bothered her to think that there was some 
aspect of his life – the months since going off to college – that she didn’t know, that she 
hadn’t been a part of. She excused herself to the bathroom. 
Mascara was smudged under her eyes. She rubbed hard at her cheeks, trying to 
remove the makeup but only making it worse, giving her the appearance of war paint. 
She splashed first warm then cold water on her face. Enjoyed the sensation of the towel 
prickling her skin. In the other room, Dave was still rustling through the drawers. But 
looking back at her reflection, she could believe that Joe was the one behind the door. 
She could see Joe shifting uncomfortably from his bed. Pacing back and forth, 
reaching for the bathroom door, turning back. Not wanting to push. 
Elaina tussled her fingers through her hair to give it shape. Pinched her already-
red cheeks as if to give them color. Pulled down her dress a little and smoothed it over 
her waist. 
When she opened the bathroom door, Dave was standing in front of the mirror, 
holding the striped bowtie to his neck.  
“That would look good on,” she said quietly. 
Dave put the bowtie down. “No, I couldn’t.” 
She grabbed the bowtie. “You should wear it,” she said, moving closer.  
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“Elaina, I –” 
She looked from the bowtie to Dave and back to the bowtie.  
“Can’t you be Joe for me?” she asked. “Just for tonight?” 
Dave stared at her blankly.  
In her mind, she tried to make his brown eyes blue. 
“I don’t understand,” he said finally. 
“You should wear the bowtie,” she said, again, pressing it in his hands. 
He stared at it. 
Elaina rummaged through the dresser drawers, grabbed khakis, a button down 
lavender shirt, a worn leather jacket.  
“Put these on,” she said, handing him the pile of clothes. 
“Uhm, now?” Dave frowned. 
“Yes, Joe, now,” and Elaina sat on the bed. 
“Okay.” Dave didn’t sound very sure. 
“You’ll do it?”  
Dave rubbed his eyes. “Yeah, I guess I’ll do it,” he said. “If you really want me 
to.” 
Elaina smiled and turned away to let him dress. She could hear the rustle as he 
changed into the khakis, zipped his pants. 
“Don’t tuck in the shirt,” she told him, still turned away. 
“I know.” 
She felt the soft thud of his suit jacket as it fell on the bed. Heard him curse over 
the buttons. 
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“And grab a belt from the second drawer.” 
“Brown one, got it,” he said. And then, “What about shoes?” 
“Sperry’s, definitely.” 
She heard him shuffling through the closet. Wondered if Joe had left his Sperry’s 
tied, if Dave would have to undo them.  
“Okay, I’m ready.” 
Elaina turned. 
Dressed in khakis and a button down lavender dress shirt, Joe looked much like 
he had their last night together, coming home from the concert.  
“Where’s the bowtie?” she asked, walking toward him. “You always wear one.” 
Joe fumbled with the bowtie. “Wasn’t sure how to tie it,” he said. 
Elaina raised her eyebrows. “I’ll help you,” she said, coming close. 
She could feel his warm breath on her neck as she looped the bowtie. She let her 
hand slide down his shirt, felt his heart beat quickly.  
“That’s better,” she said, looking up. “You look like him.” 
“Like Joe?” he asked. 
And she smiled, remembering how after the concert, Joe had played for her, 
picking his way through a few songs on his guitar.  
“I’m still figuring out a few of the chords,” he’d told her. 
“Are you going to play something for me?” Elaina asked him now, wrapping her 
arms around his middle. 
Joe stared at her. “Elaina, you know I don’t play. Joe was the one who – ” 
Elaina held her finger to his lips. “I’ll get the guitar,” she said.  
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The guitar was propped against the bookshelf in the corner. Blue with off white 
edges, it felt light in her arms. 
She handed it to Joe. “Sit over there,” she said, pointing to the bed. 
He sat and tucked the guitar under his arm. He plucked a few chords and laughed. 
“I’m afraid you’re going to have to imagine the rest,” he said, looking up.  
Elaina sat beside him. “No, that’s okay,” she said. “He wasn’t very good 
anyway.” 
She moved in close. “You look good in his clothes,” she said. 
“I feel awkward in his clothes,” he said. 
“You don’t need them,” she said and slipped her hands over his shoulders, 
removing his jacket. “Any of them.” 
They were facing each other now.  
“Elaina,” he said carefully. “Joe is my best friend.” 
 She kissed him. “Was your best friend.” She slapped her hand over her mouth. “I 
mean –” 
 Elaina sat in heated silence. Dave stared back at her. The moment had broken. 
She couldn’t even pretend he was Joe. Joe had never looked at her like that – with so 
much disgust and intrigue at the same time.  
 Dave stood up. “What are we doing?” he asked. 
 “Well, we were on the bed talking and then –” 
 “I wasn’t really asking,” he said, shaking his head. “It was more of an internal 
thing like, ‘Dave, what the hell are you doing?’” 
 He paced up and down. 
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 “Joe, I – ” 
 “Dave, Elaina,” he said. “It’s Dave.” 
 “I know,” Elaina said, bowing her head. “It’s just, well, Joe and I never – and, I 
mean, we always wanted to. I regret that now. So, I guess I just thought that maybe you 
and me – Joe and me – I thought that maybe when you said you’d be Joe that we could –” 
 Dave stopped pacing and looked at her. She could hear his breathing as he 
considered.  
When Dave stepped toward her it was as if two men stepped forward. She raised 
her arms. She wasn’t sure which of them slipped the dress over her head. Her skin flashed 
cool then hot.  
And then she was on the bed and Joe was on top of her, kissing her the way she’d 
always wanted him to kiss her – never let him kiss her – working his way down her neck 
to the tops of her breasts. His hands felt warm – a bit bigger than she’d remembered – as 
they moved up her thighs, around her hips. He moved around her back, unclasped her 
bra. 
“Not quite so fast,” she said, catching her breath. “Slower.” 
Dave looked up at her, raised his eyebrows.  
“He’d be slower,” Elaina said. 
Joe made his way gently down her torso. The room spun and strange things went 
into focus. Joe’s bowtie. His calendar. Her name underlined twice.  
“Wait, why did you stop?” Elaina pulled Joe closer, his full weight upon her. 
“Because you asked me to,” and he sat up. 
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She flipped over, her hand resting on his chest. His dress shirt was still on, and 
she fumbled with the buttons.  
“No, I said, ‘Wait,’” and she got up and tore down the calendar. “Now.” And she 
came back to bed. 
 
 
They were not lying together as they were supposed to – as she and Joe would 
have done. They were sitting up, and Dave was struggling into his boxers. 
She reached for his hand, but he moved to the side of the bed. Sat with his elbows 
on his knees. 
Elaina felt around and couldn’t find her dress. She brought the sheets up to her 
neck. 
“We should probably get back out there,” Dave said, buttoning his suit. “People 
will notice if we aren’t there.” 
 Elaina didn’t say anything. Couldn’t think of anything to say. 
 “I’ll go out first,” Dave said. “You should wait a few minutes. Maybe brush your 
hair.” 
 Elaina ran her hand through her tangled curls. 
 “I can’t find my dress,” she said. She felt comfortable stating facts. They were 
safe with facts. “Help me?” 
 He slid his hand under the covers and handed her the dress. 
 “Thanks.” She turned from him to slip it on. 
He walked to the door. 
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“Wait,” she said. 
He walked back. “What?” 
“You’re still wearing his bowtie,” she laughed. 
He turned pale. “Damn.” 
She stood up, slipped the bowtie from his neck, held it close. “Thank you.” 
He ducked his head. “Yeah, of course.” He turned back to the door. “Okay, so 
maybe give it five minutes,” he said. 
She watched him through the door. He shut it firmly behind. The noise of guests 
outside came and went in a large blast. Elaina got up, fixed the calendar, flipped it back 
to August and the colorfully lit Superdome. Picked up the guitar from the foot of the bed 
and propped it against Joe’s bookshelf. Stood the picture frame upright. She climbed 
back into bed to look over the room. Everything appeared as before, except for the 
rumpled sheets and her inside them. Yet the room seemed somehow touched.  
She realized, absently, that she was still holding the striped bowtie. She twirled it 
in her hands. Five more minutes. He might have lived big but only to make sure he lived 
enough. He liked to drive fast. Especially around corners. He always opened the door for 
her. He brought his own beer to parties. He couldn’t play the guitar – not really. He 
always said, “I love you.” 
Elaina got out of the bed. Spread the sheets smooth. Walked to the dresser 
drawers and fixed her hair in the mirror. Her cheeks were flushed and she looked better 
than before. She slid open the top drawer and added the striped bowtie to the collection. 
She walked to the door and slid out to join the others. 
























The yellow room was horribly perfect. Jackson and I had spent much of the 
summer painting scenes from Noah’s ark along the walls – lions, elephants and 
crocodiles boarding two-by-two. The bookshelves brimmed with my childhood favorites. 
Beautiful packages wrapped in pinks and purples stacked high in the corner. The name S-
A-V-A-N-N-A-H arched in big block letters above a hand-painted white crib.  
I felt Jackson behind me and turned into his arms. We stood like that for a long 
time, clinging to one another. I looked at the floor. He looked out the window. We didn’t 
talk.  
I pressed my face into his forearms. 
“How about some dinner?” Jackson asked after a while. And then, when I didn’t 
follow him to the door. “In the kitchen.”   




I’d fallen earlier that week, in the bathroom at my mother-in-law’s house during a 
church luncheon. Over stuffed crab claws and pimento cheese sandwiches, I’d felt the 
first cramps. Claws, really, tearing from the inside.  
My head had throbbed, and cold sweat had broke behind my neck and ears. I 
clutched the tablecloth, pulling at it, to raise myself from the seat. Like sharp fingernails, 
ripping and tearing at my abdomen. My mouth filled to choking with saliva. I couldn’t 
swallow. The dishes clinked as I pushed away. Stumbling from the table, I made my way 
to the bathroom. I fumbled with the zipper of my jeans. 
Blood all over the white tile floors. My face translucent in the mirror. My veins 
perfectly blue. My lips, too. Someone screamed. Then darkness. My mother-in-law found 
me a little later, collapsed by the commode, a pool of blood beneath my feet.  
The doctor told me I’d need a DNC. “To avoid infection,” he said, as if the baby 
that had been inside me would turn against me, killing me from the inside.  
“Just 15 minutes and we’re done,” he said, spreading my legs and placing my feet 
in the stirrups. 
I shut my eyes, imagining the faces of all our unborn children surfacing up, 
smiling and blinking and so very alive until they sank back into the flood of darkness. 




After that first night, I avoided Savannah’s room. In my imagination, I’d walk 
through the room, run my fingers over the books, watch the sunlight hit the white sheets, 
listen to the ticking of the clock.  
Jackson couldn’t stay out of the room. For weeks he’d get up in the middle of the 
night and pace through her room. Rigid under the sheets, I’d wait for him to return. 
Afterward, he’d toss for hours. 
One morning I awoke to a strange noise coming from Savannah’s room. I felt for 
Jackson beside me but the bed was cool to the touch.  
My hand hovered over the knob before I turned it. 
Jackson smiled at me from the window. “Mind giving me a hand with the crib?” 
he asked. 
The room had changed. The bookshelves were empty – the books tossed in 
cardboard boxes. The baby gifts were sorted to return. Jackson was pulling nails from the 
wall. The red S and blue A lay on the bedside table. Only V-A-N-N-A-H arched over the 
crib. 
“Olivia?”  
Jackson’s voice brought me back.  
“The crib?” 
My mouth felt dry. “What are you doing?” I asked. 
He took a deep breath. “Olivia, we’re not having a baby.” 
“There’s still adoption,” I said. 
His mouth tightened. “We can’t keep this room,” he said. “It’s mocking me. It’s 
mocking us.” 
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My eyes welled. “You don’t have to come in here.” 
“And what? Be a prisoner in our own home?” he asked. “Olivia, listen to 
yourself.” 
“You’re trying to forget her.” 
“And you’re making her room into some freakish shrine.” 
“What, just because I’m not ready to move on a month after the miscarriage? 
Didn’t she mean anything to you?” 
“Of course,” Jackson walked toward me, but I pushed him away.  
“Don’t – touch me,” I said. 
He turned back to his toolkit. “As you wish,” and he pulled the V from the wall.  
As he pulled down the letters, I watched her name reform on the carpet. 
“You know, it’s funny how you think you know a person and then something like 
this happens,” I said. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Well, here I was thinking we wanted the same thing and apparently I was dead 
wrong. I mean do you even want to be a father?” 
Jackson’s jaw tightened. “You don’t know what you’re saying,” he said. 
“Don’t do that,” I said. “Don’t pretend like I’ve gone crazy.” 
“Well,” and he shook his head. But he’d stopped dismantling the room.  
“Damn you,” and I grabbed the hammer off the shelf.  
“Olivia,” he said, steadily. “Give it back.” 
“No,” and I raised the hammer.  
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I imagined hitting him over the head with a whack. Not enough to kill him, just to 
knock him out until he came to his senses.   
His arm caught mine as I swung down, and we grappled.  
He overcame me, wrapped me in his arms.  
I was shaking into his chest. I let the hammer drop to the floor between us. We 
stood that way for a long time, neither of us saying anything.  





























 My grandfather took me out shooting just once, shortly before Mama died. I’d 
moved in with him after Mama got sick, and the adjustment had been difficult for both of 
us. Pap said he didn’t know how to raise a girl, so I’d just have to be as boy as I could 
while I was under his roof. He was a stern war veteran with a mustache and a bowler cap. 
And I was 12, determined to be obstinate and unwilling to believe that my Mama would 
die. With Mama in the hospital, it was just the two of us. Pap said he hadn’t lived with a 
woman in so long he’d forgotten how.  
 Pap parked on the side of a potholed dirt road and unpacked the pickup truck. 
He started by saying, “While you’re here,” – a phrase that became habitual – as if 
Mama’s illness was a long vacation and eventually she’d come back and I’d go home.  
“All right, Big Shot, while you’re here, I’ll teach you to spit, whistle and shoot,” 
he told me. 
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Big Shot was his nickname for me because he said I was too big for my breeches. 
We’d practiced shooting tin cans in the backyard ever since Mama’s diagnosis, but this 
was different. I got out of the truck to stand beside him, unsure how I felt about actually 
killing something.  
Pap handed me a tall wooden rifle that stood to my waist. The road was flanked 
by wooden fences on either side, and kudzu had grown around the fence. Shots of grass 
as far as the eye could see. 
“Ruby,” he said. “Ruby, Ruby, Ruby.” 
“Yeah, Pap?” 
“Ruby, it doesn’t get much better than this,” he said. “All of life’s lessons can be 
taught through hunting.” 
I raised my eyebrows. 
“You’ll start out with a .270 caliber,” he said. “And I’ve got a Remington.” 
Pap carried a large brown knapsack over his shoulder. We trudged through tall 
yellow weeds, which got thicker as we headed toward a thick clump of trees facing an 
open field.  
Running my fingers over wispy braids of wheat, still wet from morning dew, I 
watched as Pap frowned over the terrain.  
He pointed to a small wooden house on stilts with a ladder against it. 
“Tree house?” I asked. 
“Tree stand,” he corrected and mounted the ladder. “For two people.” 
Pap didn’t look at me as we spoke. In fact, he’d barely looked at me at all since 
I’d moved in a few weeks before. People had always told me I looked like my Mama, 
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with her light blue eyes and auburn hair. “You’ve got everything but my weak heart,” 
she’d told me once. I guessed maybe he didn’t want to look at me and see her.  
I followed him up the ladder. 
The tree stand was empty. I waited for directions, but he didn’t say anything. Pap 
set up his rifle, mounting the scope onto the gun and peering through it with one eye shut. 
He did the same for mine.  
“Take a look, Big Shot,” he said.  
I said the wheat fields looked blurry. He made more adjustments.  
“Better,” I said. 
I could hear his rough breathing in my ear as we waited together. He lit a 
Churchill Cuban Cigar for himself and popped open a Coke for me. 
 “Now what?” I asked. 
 He held his hand up as if to stop me. “Just wait,” he said, dragging on the cigar. 
“And watch.” 
“How long are we gonna stay?”  
He put his finger to his mouth. “As long as it takes,” he whispered.  
Smoke curled from his mouth, and I breathed in the sweet, woody smell of his 
words. 
“Your Mama always loved it when I took her out here,” he said, after a while. 
I turned to stare at an endless field of wheat turning gold in the warm light. Kudzu 
grew thick along the pastures and up the trees close to the stand, choking everything it 
touched. 
“I’d rather die,” I said and raised a threatening brow. 
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Pap didn’t say anything, just breathed in and out, the smoke coming from his nose 
and mouth.  
 
I saw it first: a flash of brown dashing across the field. I’d never seen anything 
run so fast. Its legs parted and merged in a blur.  
Pap saw it soon after me and raised his gun. He motioned for me to do the same, 
but I didn’t budge. 
Pap grunted loudly. 
“What a noise,” I snorted. “Sounds like you’re barking.” 
He waved me away, and I wondered at the heavy breathing of his grunt. 
The deer stopped and turned. 
“Really, Pap, what are you doing?” I whispered. 
“Mating call,” he said. 
When the deer stopped, I could see him more clearly through the scope: white 
around the eyes, nose and underside. 
“A white-tailed deer,” Pap said. “A real jewel. A ten-pointer.” 
“What’s that mean?”  
He pointed to the horns. “Quite special,” he said. 
As I watched the deer, it turned to look right at me. As if it could see me way up 
in the tree stand. 
“It’s a clear shot,” Pap said. “Broadside. Shoot for the heart. Even if you miss, 
you’ll hit lungs. You take the first shot.” 
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“I don’t want to shoot,” I said. “This was your idea in the first place. Why don’t 
you just shoot?” 
The deer’s fur shone ruddy and sleek. And it’s ears twitched, as if it were about to 
run off.  
I wondered if Mama had ever looked something in the eye and killed it. That 
didn’t sound like Mama. 
“This isn’t about me,” Pap said. “I don’t give a damn about killing this deer. This 
is yours.” 
“Then let’s go home,” I said. “I don’t want to.” 
“Come on, Ruby. It’s the perfect shot,” Pap said.  
“I don’t care. I don’t want to.” 
Even crouched down at my eye level, Pap was so much bigger. He still managed 
to look down at me. 
“If I do it, can we go home?” I asked. 
He nodded, but when we turned back, the deer was gone. 
“Now what?” I groaned. 
“Now we wait,” he said. “Again.” 
The cold had ebbed into my bones, and I rubbed my hands together to keep warm.  
 
The same deer reappeared about two hours later. And when it did, we were ready. 
Pap took my hand in his, guided it over the safety and pressed down. He looked through 
the scope, fingered the trigger. 
The shot cracked. 
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The deer toppled in the wheat. It was not yet dead, its legs askew like a broken 
doll’s.  
I scampered down the ladder first and ran toward the deer.  
Specks of gold flecked its crystal eyes. Already the light was fading from them. I 
had never seen anything dead. Dying seemed worse than dead.  
Pap approached the deer at a slower speed, as if he was afraid to get too near to 
me or to it. 
I could feel him behind me, but I did not turn toward him. 
Blood poured, turning its auburn fleece black.  
“What have we done, Pap?” I asked.   
He didn’t say anything, just walked around the deer to stand across from me, at a 
distance. He bent over it, got on his hands and knees and peered into its clear blue eyes. 
The deer’s head flopped forward, and Pap turned away.  
“Is it dead?” I asked, and I reached out to touch the deer.  
The blood felt slimy on my hands. I wiped them on my pants and hugged myself 
close.  
A hot coal formed in my throat. I wasn’t sure if I was angry or sad. I sat beside 
the deer and put a hand on its still-warm flank. It was too still but otherwise didn’t feel 
any different.  
 
Pap said I wasn’t anything like Mama. “She never minded a little blood,” he said. 
“She could hunt better than any girl I’ve ever seen.” 
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I said she hadn’t hunted in a long time. “She isn’t like that anymore,” I said. 
“She’s changed.” 
“Get up,” he said. “You can just go on back to the truck.” 
 “Now what?” I asked.  
I was crying now, which I hated. And because I hated it, I cried more. I didn’t 
want to leave the deer. 
“I’m not going anywhere,” I said. 
“Your choice,” he said. “Get me some rope out of my knapsack.” 
My fingers felt numb as I dug through the bag for the rope. 
“Just look away or don’t say anything,” he said, as I handed it to him. 
Pap picked up the deer by the forelegs. The deer bowed to him, its back legs loose 
and bending. Pap carried it over his shoulder to a tree. 
“What are you going to do to him?” I asked. 
Pap grunted, looped the white rope around the deer’s neck and hung it from an 
upper limb. The deer swung slightly, and Pap held out a hand to stop it.  
I was close, too close to the deer. My hand rested against its flank. I hadn’t even 
realized I’d reached out when my grandfather had, both our hands on the deer.  
The swinging slowed to a stop. Only then did I notice the peace that had stolen 
over the deer, like a slow release. I wondered if Mama would get that same look on her 
face. It was scary and distant, like the deer’s eyes had become glass all at once. They 
hadn’t yet clouded. 
Pap took a curved knife from his knapsack. 
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“What are you going to do?” I asked again, but I knew. Deep down I knew. My 
stomach turned over. I knew what was happening even though I’d never seen it happen. 
Pap cut the fur around the neck in a rugged circle. Then he clipped at the back and 
around the front of each leg. He peeled back the fur, and the skin clung to the bone. He 
ripped, and the skin pulled away like cobwebs. Underneath, starch white bones and 
browned red muscle.  
 
The blood would not go away. I had poured water over my hands and wiped them 
on the back of my pants but they seemed permanently stained. 
It was still early to be leaving, but Pap said we were finished. 
“Are you going to mount him?” I asked. 
Pap didn’t look at me, kept his gaze firmly on the road ahead.  
As we made it back into town, I looked out the window and watched the faded 
brick buildings of Walnut Street slide by – shifting, blurring frames passing impossibly 
fast.  
The sharp fall air stung my face, and I shivered in the unheated truck. Pap rolled 
up the windows, but I was still shaking as dusk settled over downtown, and the warm 
lights of the Saenger Theater flickered. 
I picked at my hands, peeling back the skin in rugged translucent layers. Blood 
spurted out of my thumb, and I kept picking. My palms only became redder.  
 
 






















A Stranger’s Funeral 
 
 
 The service was held outside on the family farm. With wheat fields falling away 
forever in the distance, the casket appeared to have been mounted on a bed of gold. 
It had rained the night before, and the sodden grass licked Irene’s shoes, soaking 
them through. The October wind blew through her thin jacket, and she hugged herself 
close. A young woman, who had introduced herself as Charlotte, had positioned herself 
next to Irene. Charlotte squeezed Irene’s withered hand, as they listened to the preacher’s 
rising and falling pitch and watched his arms expanding in the air. Irene wondered who 
the man lying in the casket had been.  
 “Was he a very good man?” Irene asked. 




Irene shook her head. “I’m telling you, I only came because you asked me to. But 
I never knew him.” 
Charlotte sighed. “He was a good man. The very best.”  
“You can tell by the eyes,” Irene said. “A good man’s eyes have a glow about 
them. They’re lit from the inside.” 
Her Jim’s eyes had been a rich brown cracked with gold. And there was a 
frothiness about them, too, like the foam from the champagne he’d uncork every Friday 
night in the early years of their marriage. “To us,” he’d say, and he’d smile at her, the 
corners of his eyes splaying thin creases in his young face. 
“My daddy used to say the same thing about the flame in people’s eyes,” 
Charlotte smiled. 
 “I wish I’d known him,” Irene said. She turned to see if she knew anyone else at 
the service but saw only a sea of strange faces, staring ahead. “So many people are here 
to say good-bye. How many would you say there are?” 
 Charlotte shrugged. “I dunno… 100, 200. My daddy touched a lot of people.” 
 “I didn’t know he was your father.” 
 Charlotte nodded. 
“Tell me about him.”  
Charlotte opened her mouth as if to speak and shut it again. “I’m not very good at 
descriptions,” she said, sniffling into a wadded handkerchief.  
Irene raised her eyebrows, and Charlotte reconsidered. 
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“Well, once in college, I failed my chemistry exam. And I called him up to talk it 
over. I thought he’d be mad, but instead he took me out for a celebratory drink. He said 
I’d mastered 60 percent of the material, which was far better than not giving it a shot.” 
 Irene smiled. “Now, that sounds like something my Jim would have said. They 
would’ve gotten along.”  
 “Yeah, isn’t it funny, the little things we remember after somebody dies?” 
Charlotte sounded tired. “You can never remember the big things when it’s most 
important.”  
 From where Irene sat, she could just see the silhouette of the man in the casket. 
He had a thick white mustache and wire-framed glasses propped on a crooked nose. 
There was something familiar about his face. Maybe it was the large purple liver spot 
right below the eye.  
 “He looks like such a sweet man,” Irene said. “I do wish Jim had known him. Jim 
should really be here right now. Do you know where he is?” 
 Charlotte looked away. 
 “Did he come with us?” Irene asked. “I can’t remember now. I’m getting so 
forgetful.”  
 The preacher was talking, directing his words to the people in front. “We all loved 
him, and his presence will be sorely missed. At this time, if anyone would like to come 
forward –” The preacher looked right at Charlotte when he asked if anyone had a few 
words to share.  
Charlotte twisted the handkerchief in her lap. 
 “Why is he looking at you?” Irene asked. 
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 “He was my daddy.” 
 “Oh.” She couldn’t think of anything else to say.  
 Charlotte rose and replaced the preacher at the front of the congregation. She 
cleared her throat several times before beginning. “He was always there for his family, no 
matter what,” she said. “Even at the end, when he got sick, he would set Mama’s chair on 
the back porch and let her watch him working in the garden.” 
 Irene smiled. She liked the stories; they made her feel as if she almost knew this 
man. She wondered about his wife, what she was thinking right now, how she was 
holding up. She would buy flowers for her. She must like flowers if she was always in the 
garden. 
When Charlotte returned to her seat, Irene told her the plan. “I wish I could’ve 
met your father,” she said. “But then again, a part of me is glad I never did. It would be 
hard to lose a man like that.” 
 Charlotte didn’t say anything, but that was understandable for someone who had 
just lost her father.  
 Irene wished to see the man, to get a good look at his face. Something – that same 
familiarity, maybe – nagged at her, drew her toward him. She rose slightly from her chair 
in the front to get a better view. But she was still too far away. She needed to stand 
directly over him. 
The squeal of bagpipes made her jump. The other guests processed out, walked 
quietly to their cars. Only she and Charlotte remained standing. Charlotte didn’t seem to 
realize that the others had gone. She was still staring at the casket.  
 “I’d like to see your father, if you don’t mind,” Irene said.  
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They approached the casket. Charlotte stepped back, as if she were afraid to get 
too close. 
“Have you touched him yet?” Irene asked. 
“No.” 
“I’ve always heard that you should.” Irene put her hand over his. The hard 
coldness of his skin surprised her. Nothing familiar in the touch.  
But, of course, there wouldn’t be. She’d have to see his eyes first. She reached for 
them. 
“Oh, don’t,” Charlotte said. “I’ve heard they get weird after, you know – ” 
Irene hesitated, her hand fluttering above his eyelids. She touched them lightly. 
They had been glued shut and were hard to the touch. Irene rubbed the lids softly to part 
them. 
She stared at them long and hard before she registered she was looking at them. 
She could not see her reflection in the once-vibrant eyes. They had turned dull, but they 
were still good eyes, molten and cracked. The amber like embers not quite flickered out. 
She ran her finger along the creases spreading from his eyes. They had multiplied 
over the years.  
She shut his lids, then closed her own. She imagined her Jim sitting across from 
her at the kitchen table, pouring a glass of champagne. It frothed over onto her fingers, 
and he held them to his mouth and smiled.  
“To us,” she whispered. 




















When I was in the fourth grade and Mama was at work and Danny was off God 
knows where, maybe looking for a job, I’d creep into their bedroom and steal Mama’s 
makeup. Staring into the long body-length mirror, I’d brush powder over my face and 
draw thick black lines across my eyelids. 
Mama hated that mirror because it was cracked at the top, making her face look 
like it was in pieces. But at my height, the crack was way above me, so I was all in one 
piece. I’d dust my eyelids with pinks, purples and greens and whisper “fierce and sexy 
woman” at myself in the mirror, just like I’d heard Danny tell Mama. I liked the way the 
color exaggerated the sharp greenness of my eyes, making me look strong and invincible.  
Then I’d raise my eyebrows high, making ripples in my forehead and laugh. I’d 
take the mascara and paint jagged war paint under my eyes and whoop and holler and 
bang my chest, doubling over in laughter. 
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Afterward, before anybody came home, I’d wash my face, careful to get all the 
color off my eyes and cheeks.  
Once, though, Danny came home earlier than I’d expected. I was sitting on my 
bed, surrounded by my stuffed animals and Barbie doll, Lady Grace. I must have looked 
kind of funny with the powder and mascara under my eyes and all those toys jumbled up 
beside me. 
Danny didn’t knock. He just walked in and said, “You’re growing up, Liza Anne, 
you know that?” 
“Yes, sir,” I said, but I didn’t really know. 
Then he told me I was a woman and grabbed me from behind. 
“Stop,” I said. I tried to sound strong but my voice came out in a squeak. 
“Liza Anne, you’re not a little girl anymore,” he told me and pulled the doll from 
my hands and tossed her to the side.  
Danny grabbed my breast and squeezed, hugging me close. 
I could feel his chest bracing against my back as he picked me up. I kicked air 
hard and tried to scream. My voice sounded hollow and distant like it was coming out of 
someone else’s mouth. 
“Put me down,” I said. “Put me down now or I’ll tell Mama.” 
But I knew Mama wouldn’t be home for hours, and there was nobody else in the 
house to hear. 
Danny held me tighter and walked into the hallway that separated my bedroom 
from theirs. I was crying now and beating his back as he carried me over his shoulder.  
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I felt weightless and useless in his arms, like he could turn me over and do 
anything and I couldn’t stop him. 
“Put me down,” I said. “Put me down. Put me down.” 
He breathed heavily but didn’t say anything, just put one foot forward and 
considered.  
He did this to Mama sometimes: pick her up and carry her around the house. He’d 
cradle her like a baby in his arms and swing her over the threshold of their bedroom. 
Then shut the door. She always laughed when he did this. But later there was screaming, 
and she’d come out all red faced and sweaty, and sometimes she was crying. 
“Don’t take me in there,” I said. 
I made one last ditch effort, putting all of my strength in one hard kick. This time 
I hit him right below the belt. 
He dropped me with a howl. I scrambled to my feet, and he slapped me with the 
back of his hand, knocking me to the ground. I crashed against the wall and explosions 
burst like fireworks in my head. I crawled, blindly, to the end of the hallway and hid in 




I wasn’t alone again with Danny for a full week, and I started to think that 
whatever had happened was a one-time thing. Maybe it hadn’t even happened, and I’d 
dreamed up the whole thing like I did sometimes in the middle of the night, imagining 
gunshots outside my window or that Mama was crying in the other room. And maybe, 
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even if it had happened, it wasn’t as bad as I’d first thought. I’d fought and defended 
myself and that was that. I was strong, but I wasn’t grown up. I wasn’t the woman Danny 
said I was. 
“You’re just an early bloomer,” Mama told me when I asked her about it. “It’s 
nothing to worry about. You’re beautiful.” 
She’d come home late after waitressing at the restaurant and tiptoed inside my 
room to kiss me goodnight. I wasn’t asleep. I always waited for her to come home before 
I closed my eyes. I’d stay awake, listening to the tick of my clock and the rush of traffic 
outside my window. Sometimes I thought I heard Danny’s footsteps shuffling up the 
stairs, and I’d sit bolt upright and pull the covers close.  
“But I’m not ready to be a woman,” I whispered. 
I wanted so badly to tell Mama about Danny, but I didn’t know what to say or 
where to begin. The streetlight from the window cast strange shadows over Mama’s face. 
I could see my worried face reflected in her eyes. Her eyes reminded me of melted 
caramel: sweet and warm and slow, like she was taking everything in. I wanted her to see 
the story play out in my own eyes, to take it in and not ask questions. But, of course, she 
didn’t see. 
“You’ll always be my sweet little girl,” she said. 




One afternoon after school got out, I returned to an empty house. Mama had left a 
note on the door saying Danny would be out. I let myself in, kicked off my sneakers and 
grabbed Lady Grace from my bed.  
It had been a week since Danny had grabbed me. But even alone, I crept to 
Mama’s and Danny’s bedroom door, afraid that Danny would materialize in the room at 
any moment.  
I stole to the mirror and stared at my reflection. Not much to look at. Stringy red 
hair, freckles on my nose and light blue watery eyes “like your Daddy’s” my Mama once 
told me, so I hated them because he’d not once even looked at me.  
My arms were too long for my body, and I swung them like a caveman. Then I 
pulled my lips up over my nose and stuck my tongue out. I still looked like a kid, I 
decided, especially with Lady Grace still in my hands. 
I turned to the side for my profile. My breasts stuck out like pointy teepees. They 
seemed somehow bigger from the side view.  
I looked down at my doll. Lady Grace looked nothing like me with long light 
blond hair and emerald green eyes. And her pink sequin dress was a far cry from my cut-
offs and t-shirt.  
I took off her dress and studied her body: perfectly round breasts, tiny waist and 
wide hips. I tossed the doll on the bed, then struggled out of my Jeans and stepped out of 
my underwear. I pulled off my shirt and unclasped my bra.  
Then took a step back from the mirror. My legs were skimpy, like knotted sticks, 
not the sculpted thighs of Lady Grace. My breasts, if you could call them that, looked like 
crescent moons hanging low.  
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Danny found me standing in front of the mirror, my doll in hand. I saw his 
stooped reflection hunkering in the corner, and my breath caught.  
“You’re not gonna kick this time?” he asked. 
I swallowed hard. 
His eyes were everywhere, looking at me, all of my parts. He eyed my clothes 
crumpled on the floor. I reached for the sheet on the bed, but he was too fast. He had me 
in his arms and was unbuckling his belt. He never let go of me, just held me tight and 
slung us both onto the bed.  
I couldn’t even cry this time.  
“I’m glad you want this, too,” he said. 
 
IV. 
Mama helped me into the bathtub. We didn’t talk. I just let her run the warm 
water and make suds in the tub. She scrubbed me hard. She couldn’t seem to get me clean 
enough. She rubbed until my fingers had turned into prunes in the water. 
“I can do it,” I said. 
But she shook her head and ducked my head under the faucet to wash my hair. I 
kept my eyes open, the soapy water stinging my eyes. Her face was all red and her soft 
caramel eyes had a look I hadn’t seen before, like they were cracked and burning. I 
looked for the tears but they didn’t come. She just kept scrubbing. 
“We’re going on a little trip,” she said, wrapping me in a towel. “How does that 
sound?” 
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She dressed me, pulling a clean shirt over my head and guided my legs into 
overalls.   
I listened for Danny as we climbed down the stairs. Then I looked outside: his 
truck wasn’t in the front yard.  
“Is he gone?” I asked. 
“Yes,” she said. “For now.” 
Mama carried a small suitcase. She revved the engine in the car, and it spluttered 
to a start. 
She said I could sit up front and control the radio, but we rode in silence. She 
rolled down the windows, blowing our hair into a frizzy mess.  
I’d been staring straight ahead for a long time before I realized we were on the 
highway.  
“Where are we going?” I asked her. 
“Anywhere,” she said, not looking at me. Her voice sounded faint, like a faraway 
echo. “Where do you want to go?” 
I shrugged.  
“I packed you a few things in the suitcase,” she told me.  
She jerked her head to the backseat, and I reached for the suitcase. She’d packed a 
few pairs of clothes. Lady Grace was on top. 
I turned away. 
“You’re growing up, Liza Anne,” she said, squeezing my hand. “But you’ll 
always be my little girl.” 
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I shook my head, tears stinging my eyes. Fear gnawed at my stomach. I wanted – 
needed – to tell her that it was my fault. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that I was 
the one who had taken off my clothes. 
I’d caught my reflection in Mama’s cracked mirror when she’d carried me out of 
the bedroom. In her arms, my body was all in pieces, and the pink and purple smudged 
about my eyes looked hideous.  
I flipped down the sun visor to look at myself. I stared into my eyes, willing them 
to look strong. But all I saw in them was my own small reflection. 























The Other Me 
 
April 30: Phone Conversation with the Insurance Company 
 My name is Ava Marie Powell. I’m 28 and –  
 Oh, right, I guess you can just look me up in your system, sorry. 
 Thanks, I’ve always liked my name, too. 
Yeah, my family is Catholic. Hard not to be with that name. (laughs) 
Anyway, I was calling to report that my identity was stolen about a month ago.  
April 1st to be exact. Yeah, I know. Some kind of April Fool’s joke, right? 
 I’ve been aware of it for about two weeks. 
 No, I didn’t report it initially. 
 Why not? Well, I guess I thought it would be more interesting to find the person 
myself. 
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 That’s a pointed question. But to be honest, at first I was just intrigued. I figured it 
would be kind of interesting to see what the woman looked like – you know, the other 
Ava Marie Powell. 
 Yeah, that’s what my Mom said, too. But I don’t regret it. No, I actually had a 
really good time. 
 It’s a long story. I should probably go back. Let me start over. 
 
April 15: How I Found Out 
 I started Saturday morning like every other one with brunch at The Publican.  
 Yes, isn’t it good, though? I always get the red wine-poached eggs with 
prosciutto.  
 Anyway, I had just finished brunch, and I got my bill. I paid with my credit card. I 
always put it on my credit card. Ever since the divorce, I’ve been trying to establish a 
good line of credit.  
That’s right, and that’s why I’m so worried now, because the waiter came back 
with my card and said it had been declined. 
How much did she get? You mean the other Ava Marie? 
Well, I’d say about 10K.  
I know it’s a lot! I’m practically bankrupt.  
Well, no, not quite. I have $23.17 left in my account.  
That’s right, I have it down to the penny. 
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Yes, I’m getting to that part – the part where I explain why I didn’t report her at 
first. And believe you me, I didn’t mean for it to go on for so long, but she’s the kind of 
person that you get caught up with and then weeks pass by before you even realize it.  
Anyway, I’m getting ahead of myself. You see, in the first place it took a while 
for me to track her down. You’ll see a charge for dry cleaning, but you can’t very well 
know when she’ll pick up from the Laundromat. 
No, I found her at the Goodman Theater.  
That’s right, “The Lion King.” Anyway, I saw that she’d bought two tickets, so I 
waited at roll call until I heard someone use my name. It was the weirdest sensation 
hearing someone else introduce themself as me.  
Yeah, that’s right, I said two tickets. She brought her son. 
I’d say he’s about eight. But I’m not good with guessing kids’ ages. He could be 
anywhere from five to ten, and I wouldn’t know the difference. They just all look so 
small – kind of squished down, if you know what I mean? 
Yeah, he was a cute kid. He won me over immediately. And I couldn’t very well 
be like ‘ah-hah! I’ve caught you.’ I mean, the kid really wanted to see “The Lion King.” 
So what did I do? Well, I ended up buying another ticket close to them. I paid 
through the nose, too. They didn’t skimp on price. I wouldn’t have either, if I was using 
someone else’s credit card. We had great seats. I had a perfect view of them during the 
show. They watched the show, and I watched them. 
I dunno why I did that. I guess a part of me was just curious to see what the other 
me was like. You can tell a lot about people from what they charge on their credit cards. 
She went to the theater once – sometimes twice a week – she shopped almost exclusively 
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on Michigan Ave. and wore Chanel, No. 5. She also had this late-night fetish for drinks at 
the Acadia. That was getting expensive pretty quickly. I knew where she got her nails 
done every week, so that’s where I went next: to the nail salon – to confront her, of 
course.  
No, I didn’t. By the time I’d listened to her talk about her incredible day, I 
introduced myself instead. Who doesn’t want a friend like that? 
Well, no, of course I didn’t use my real name. I’m not that dumb. I introduced 
myself as Avari.  
I figured it wouldn’t be too hard to remember. Plus, it’s hardly a lie. The meaning 
of the names is practically the same. It’s the difference between birds and heaven.  
You don’t see the connection? It’s the sky. 
Oh, I understand, yeah. I’ll stick to my story, sorry. 
Anyway, we met officially – or not really so officially since we were both using 
fake names – at the nail salon. It’s one of those fancy ones that uses flesh-eating fish in 
the water and serves cocktails. So I got a pedicure and ordered a martini.  
No, I’m not really the manicure-type. I mean, I’m a personal assistant for God’s 
sake. You don’t need pink lacquered nails to schedule other people’s trips to the beauty 
salon. 
So I’m sitting at the nail salon and thinking: I’m a personal assistant. No little girl 
dreams of doing that for a living. Here I am, busy managing other people’s lives, and I’m 
not even sure if I’m using mine well. 
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I mean, to be honest, I got into the career for job security and never really thought 
twice about it. I had a good, boring job. People always need someone else to manage 
their life, no matter the economy. 
Of course I do my job well. It’s just that … I think there’s such a thing as doing it 
too well, if you know what I mean.  
You don’t? Well, what I mean is: I’m so used to helping people cut costs and 
maintain what they have, that I got in my own spending rut. 
No, I mean I never spent much. I just kept building up – up – up and then 
spending it on the most mundane things, like dry cleaning and groceries and stocks. 
Yes, I’m 28 years old, and I follow the stock market like it’s gonna get me into 
Heaven.  
Anyway, I went to the nail salon and listened to what the Other Me had done that 
day. She definitely didn’t have a boring desk job. I mean, she didn’t need it, considering 
she had my salary coming in and all. But I was just amazed what a great Monday she’d 
had. She’d picnicked in Millennium Park with her son. Then they did one of those crazy 
helicopter rides over the city. Talk about a better view than the Sears Tower, and I 
haven’t even bothered to do that. And to top it off, the woman ran the first five miles of 
the Chicago Marathon in heels.  
Yeah, two or three inches, I think. 
I know. She’s a bit older than me, too, I think. Probably mid-thirties.  
Oh, really, she’s 29? Well, I told you I’m not good with ages. 
Anyway, she ran the whole thing. 
No, she didn’t win, but that’s hardly the point, is it? The point is: she ran in heels.  
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So she’s telling all of this to her stylist at the nail salon, and it dawns on me: I 
never do any of that stuff. It wouldn’t even cross my mind. And I’m sitting beside her – 
she has no idea who I am, none of them do, because I’d decided to use cash – and once 
again, I can’t bring myself to out her because there she is living my life, and I want to be 
living hers. Do you think it’s possible that people would be better off switching lives? 
Right, sorry. Didn’t mean to get philosophical, there. It’s just something I’ve been 
thinking about a lot lately: pouring over the bills late into the night and wondering why I 
never thought of doing any of those things she did as me. 
I mean, she’s got the whole package: cute kid, perfect day job, hot guy –  
Oh wait, I didn’t tell you about the guy? (laughs) He’s a fine piece of –  
Right, sorry. I met him later on, after Ava Marie and I were formally introduced. 
We hit it off from the get-go, Ava and me. She’s the person I always wanted to be; I just 
hadn’t realized it until she came around. 
Do you think it’s possible she actually did me a favor, stealing my identity? Like 
if she hadn’t I wouldn’t have ever –  
Whoops, right sorry, stick to the story. Okay, so I guess I should skip ahead to the 
whole turning her in thing. 
 
April 30: Before Calling the Insurance Company  
 Turning her in mostly had to do with her proposition. I was eating beef stroganoff 
at The Russian Tea Room with Ava Marie and her boyfriend, and I was just thinking how 
life couldn’t get much better than this, when she said everything was about to change. 
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 Well, you see, she’s been going pretty hard at my account for a month now, and 
she’d about cleaned me out. That’s when she told me about the real Ava Marie Powell. 
 That’s right, that’s when she told me her version of me. And let me tell you, it 
didn’t sound too good. 
 Well, sure it was accurate. You have to do your research before you steal 
somebody’s identity. You have to know a little more than just birthplace and mother’s 
maiden name. And she’d done her research down to every failed relationship since high 
school, my divorce last year, even my movie preferences.  
 I don’t know how she knew all this. I’m not the one stealing identities here. 
You’ll have to ask her. All I know is, that over cherry and cheese blintzes, she told me all 
about this Ava Marie Powell.  
 Yeah, she openly admitted to stealing my identity. I didn’t even have to ask. 
 You don’t believe me? Let’s just say if you ever want to get information out of 
somebody, you should go to the Russian Tea Room. 
 Two words: House-made vodka. A few Absoluts and Belvederes later and you’re 
singing your secrets opera-style. Anyway, she painted this really horrible picture of me. I 
sounded like some socially-impaired pariah. And then she said something else – 
something that made me cold all over – and that’s hard to be after all that vodka. She said 
that the money was about to run out, and she needed to take over somebody else’s life. 
She invited me to join in the fun.  
 No, I didn’t say, ‘No,’ for moral reasons. God, that sounds bad now, but at the 
time, I was just so drunk that morals were the farthest thing from my mind. No, actually I 
turned her in because I realized that after she stole somebody else’s life, I’d end up with 
Palmer 59 
the shreds of whatever she left behind. I didn’t really want to steal somebody else’s 
identity. I like mine – or at least the one she invented. 
 So, you see, I was calling to see what we could do to repair the damages.  
 Well, I’ll need the funds as soon as possible because I quit my job today. 
 Why? Because who wants to be a personal assistant?  
 Do I have any prospects right now? I was thinking about running the marathon.  
 Yeah, I’ll bring my heels. 
You’re ‘not buying it?’ Well, you’ve obviously never been a personal assistant. 
Wait, really? Which part do you have trouble with? 
 But I’m telling you, why would I report myself if I was really –  
 What would make you think that? 
Wait, she’s there with you now?  
 Ava Marie Powell is in your office?  


































 Eliza dipped her paintbrush into the light golden acrylic and applied a thick stroke 
to the canvas.  
 The man she had been trying to avoid came up behind her and cleared his throat. 
 It’s a beautiful day for painting, he said. Nothing like the Jardin du Luxembourg 
in the spring. 
 She nodded without looking up. It was in fact a very beautiful day, with the lawn 
clipped short and bright green, begonias bursting in reds and fuscias around the edge and 
the palace humming with happy tourists. Yes, a very beautiful day, she agreed and added 
a blush of orange to the painting.  
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He didn’t leave. She could feel him shifting weight behind her. His elongated 
shadow loomed over her canvas. 
Eliza, please come home, he said. 
She bristled at the name. I haven’t lived there in two months, she said. It’s not my 
home anymore. 
I made a mistake. 
You made more than one. 
I made many. 
Eliza added thick, golden hatchings to the canvas, adding layer upon layer to 
make the apple gleam. 
It’s not about her, she said. It’s about me.  
You can’t be serious, he said. It was always about her. 
No, not really. I could have eventually forgiven you for her.  
Then what’s the problem? 
His voice had risen slightly, and Eliza felt the stares of passersby. She nodded 
curtly, willing them back to their own business. 
You’ve never appreciated what I do, she said. 
He laughed. That’s ridiculous, Eliza. 
No, it’s not, she said. Now, for instance: I’m out for a lovely morning of solitude 
work, and you –  
Work? He laughed. I don’t call this work. 
That’s what I mean. You could try at least.    
Fine, he said. What are you painting?  
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 Apples. 
 You’re always painting apples. 
 No, sometimes I paint other things.  
Oh? 
Like pears and gourds. 
I see. But these don’t look much like apples. 
They certainly do, she said. She drew back to survey her work. I don’t follow 
your meaning, she said. 
She swirled the brush, applying thick layers of paint to modulate the apples, to 
give them nice fleshy curves. 
Apples are red, he said. 
 And green and yellow. 
 But yours are gold. 
 She turned to face the man. Excuse me, but you’re in my light. 
 He stepped aside but remained near. Your apples, they’re very Cezanne, he said. 
 Is that a compliment? she asked. I can’t tell.  
 Of course, Cezanne was known for his apples. 
 I know. 
 And he was French. 
 Aix-en-Provence, she said, naming his birthplace. 
 American women always want to be like the French, he said. They think it’s 
romantic. 
 Do they? she asked. Funny, I’m not like that. 
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 You don’t like Cezanne? 
 I don’t like the comparison, no. 
 But as a still life painter, to be compared to Cezanne –   
 I’m not just a still life painter. 
 But you’re painting apples, aren’t you? 
 To you, these are just apples. 
 And a jug of some sort. 
 Yes, and a jug. But to me they are much more. 
 I see. 
 But do you? 
 If you’d like me to, then, yes, I do. 
 She turned toward him, but couldn’t bring her eyes to meet his. She stared at his 
brown loafers, which needed polishing.  
What do you think? she asked. Should I stack three or four apples in a bowl? 
Should I make them rot? 
The classic misunderstood artist. 
 Another prototype, how lovely. 
 Eliza, I’m trying, really I am. 
 You’re acting strange, she said. Are you trying to act strange? 
 How about lunch? 
 I’m painting mine. 
 My treat. 
 Then definitely not. 
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 Eventually, you have to come home, at least to get your things. 
 Yes, eventually. But I think I’ll tour the palace first. 
 For old times sake, then? he smiled. We’ll go together. 
 She thought of the two of them walking the halls together, arm in arm. 
 No, I’d prefer to go alone, she said.  
 I see. So that’s it, then? 
 Essentially. 
 Essentially? 
 Yes, this is the essence of over. 
 She could feel him walk away, turned slightly to watch his shadow retreat down 
the gravel path.   
 She dipped her paintbrush in the red, mixed it with green and added a muddied 
crescent right below the apple’s stem. 





















 Evelyn didn’t want to walk back inside the house after her husband’s funeral. She 
could almost hear the silence seep under the door and onto the porch. David would have 
had music playing. She’d meant to leave the radio on when she left earlier in the day, but 
she’d forgotten in the frenzy of getting to church. So instead, Evelyn walked inside to a 
counter filled with casseroles she would never eat.  
On a normal Tuesday night, she would have scooped Stouffer’s lasagna onto 
plates and wished for a glass of red wine. So she popped lasagna in the microwave and 
then decided to go ahead with the wine because this was not a typical Tuesday night.  
While she waited on the lasagna, she sipped wine and stared at the darkened 
television screen. She didn’t turn it on. The house seemed somehow denser without 
David, like all the rooms were closing in.  
When the timer went off on the microwave, Evelyn realized that she had nodded 
off in the five minutes of waiting. Ever since David had died, she’d started falling asleep 
in those little quiet moments, like her body had decided to shut off and forget at every 
Palmer 66 
available opportunity. As she checked the microwave, Evelyn hoped she hadn’t become 
narcoleptic in his passing.   
 “Passing” now that was a strange term for it, she decided. And, taking one look at 
the lasagna, Evelyn decided to drink dinner. So she returned to the couch and poured 
herself another glass of wine. She sipped thoughtfully, her feet curled under her legs, 
Indian-style.  
 A portrait of them on their wedding day sat propped by the screen. The younger 
version of themselves seemed to be watching her and, between sips, she watched them. It 
had only been five years ago, and their smiles were plastered and gleaming. They had no 
idea, she thought, not even an inkling of what was in store. They held hands, the 
woman’s arms crossing over her waist to clasp his. His eyes were directed to her, but she 
looked straight ahead.  
 “Would you change anything?” she asked the other Evelyn. And then, “Great, 
now I’m talking to myself.” She rolled her eyes and wondered why she was still talking 
aloud. 
She rinsed her glass in the sink. From the kitchen window she could see that the 
sky had long darkened. She wondered what she’d do on this very first night of being 
alone. All of the extended family had left after the funeral. They’d go back to normal 
lives that didn’t consist much of David anyway. And where did she fit in? This would be 
a night she’d look back on and remember, not necessarily as anything more than the first 
of a series of lonely nights. She tried reading a book, but her mind wandered from the 
plot and every female character became herself and every male character was David so 
that she had no idea what she was reading.  
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Then she clomped upstairs and cleaned out David’s closet. David had never been 
very neat, and he’d left a pair of slacks on the floor in a crumpled heap. She left them 
where they were and folded all of his dress shirts first, adjusting the stiff blue and white 
collars to look like they had when he’d first bought them. She even folded his t-shirts and 
running shorts, taking them out of the dresser, unfolding and refolding.  
“Boxes,” she said. “I need boxes,” and the sound of her voice once again 
surprised her, but she kept at it, “boxes, boxes, boxes,” because it made the closing in 
effect somehow lessen. “Boxes in the basement.” 
She headed to the basement. Evelyn hadn’t been to the basement since they’d first 
moved into the house five years ago. The basement was for David’s yard equipment and 
all the stuff left over from their single lives that they hadn’t yet figured out how to 
incorporate into their together life. Shovels and rakes leaned against the unfinished walls. 
She found the boxes shoved into the corner. David had been the last to go through them. 
She could tell because he’d wrapped them all in layer upon layer of packing tape.  
Evelyn picked a few of the lighter boxes and carried them up the stairs and to her 
bedroom. She sat on the bed and opened each one. Most of the stuff was David’s and 
most of it was unremarkable; it was, in fact, the junk she’d exiled to the basement years 
before: ping pong rackets, a collector’s beer mug, a boom box from his college days and 
an old pair of work boots.  
She laughed over the boots. They had been the source of their first real argument 
after they’d gotten married. She’d bought him a new pair to wear in the yard, and he’d 
insisted on wearing the old ones. “I don’t want to mess up the new ones,” he’d said. But 
she hadn’t believed him. 
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She laughed. “I told you to throw these away,” she said and then realized she was 
doing it again.  
She threw the other things away but put the work boots to the side. Then she 
boxed all of his folded shirts and pants and gathered his shoes and belts into another. She 
labeled each of the boxes for Good Will.  
She eyed the rack of ties beside his dresser, but she didn’t want to touch them. 
David had a large collection of ties: traditional striped, polka dotted and otherwise 
patterned ties, primary and pastel colored ties, holiday ties, cartoon character ties and one 
tie that his mother had given him that read “Hello, Good Looking,” when standing in 
front of the mirror. This one he wore more than the others “To remind you how lucky you 
are to have me,” he’d say with a wink.  
Evelyn decided to leave the ties. She didn’t have to pack everything tonight.  
She turned to the trousers tossed on the closet floor. She reached for them and 
grabbed them quickly so as not to change her mind. They were cold to the touch. She 
knew, of course, that they would be cold. David hadn’t worn them in days, and yet the 
coldness still surprised her.  
Walking back to the bed, Evelyn held them close, brought them to her face and 
inhaled deeply. They smelled like him: a sharp mix of cologne and fresh mulch. The 
smell made him feel near, like he was sitting right beside her.  
She wondered how long they would keep his smell. If she sealed them in a trunk 
would they keep his smell forever? She kept her face buried until she could no longer 
smell anything at all. She came up for air and buried her face again. 
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She shut her eyes and willed him next to her. She saw his swoop of blond hair, 
sharp green eyes, broad shoulders and arms tanned brown to his sleeve line. He was 
wearing the trousers, of course, and she felt the weight of him sitting beside her. Keeping 
her eyes closed, she slipped her hand over and found his. She held tight. His fingers 
worked the space between her thumb and forefinger.  
“It’s going to be okay,” he said. 
She started at the sound of his voice, but kept her eyes closed. His voice was calm 
and deep and instantly soothing.  
“I know,” she said. “It’s just hard with you gone.” 
“We talked about this,” he said.  
“I remember.” 
“We agreed it was important to have a quality life. No prolonging something that 
was going to happen anyway.” 
“I remember. Why are you telling me this.” 
“I don’t want you to forget,” he said. “It’s what we both wanted.” 
“Right, of course.” 
“And it was good.” 
“While it lasted.” 
“What does that mean?” 
 “Well, it turned out pretty swell, in the end, what with you dead and me alone. I’d 
say that was a win, win.” 
 “Evie, baby, come on.” 
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 “Don’t baby me,” she groaned. “And don’t even think about trying to get out of 
this. You left me, remember?” 
 “Evie,” he sounded hurt. Good. 
 “No, let me finish,” she said, turning toward him. She opened her eyes, expecting 
him there beside her. She stared at the empty pair of trousers in her hand. She hurled 
them, screaming, into the bed.  
 “Let me finish,” she heaved. “Why do you always have to have the last word? It’s 
so unfair. It’s so infuriating. So – so – so like a man.” 
 She pummeled the trousers into the bed with her fists. “Selfish, selfish, selfish 
leaving me like this,” and she wiped her tears angrily. 
 Her eye caught the tie rack. Jumping from the bed, she seized it and hurled it 
through the window. The resounding crack of glass excited her.  
An oversized magnolia tree grew outside their bedroom window, and when she 
threw out the ties, they caught in the tree branches, giving the tree the appearance of a 
gaudy multicolored monster. 
“Damn you,” she yelled. “Damn you to hell!” The words had left her lips and then 
she was covering them, stumbling back to bed, convulsing and screaming. 
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” 
She ran her hand along the length of the pants legs, smoothing the life from them, 
smoothing them again and again. 
 
She’d somehow fallen asleep again. She had no idea for how long. Maybe two 
minutes, maybe two years. She didn’t care which.  While she’d slept, it had started to 
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rain. Not the light sprinkle but rather a steady, unrelenting downpour that flooded the 
sidewalks as soon as it came down. Some of the rain had come through the shattered 
window, flooding the floor in an inch of water. 
The house was deadly quiet in the rain. Even with the lights on, it was dark. Once, 
when they were first married, it had rained all day without stopping from the time they 
woke up until nightfall. Evelyn and David had called in sick that morning and then turned 
off all the lights and drawn the blinds. They’d lined the windowsills and the stairs with 
candles and walked around in their bathrobes all day.  
The work boots rested beside her on the bed. Evelyn fingered the ragged laces, 
then deciding, shoved them on and sloshed to the basement for supplies. She rifled 
through David’s bins, filled with bulbs and seed bags. His scraggly all caps handwriting 
promised “Blush tulips” and “Purple Dahlias,” and for the vegetable garden “Tomatoes,” 
“Squash” and “Eggplant.” She combined bins and clonked onto the front porch with a 
trowel and the bag of bulbs. The rain drenched her as soon as she stepped outside. The 
gutters gurgled, and water splashed in her shoes as she sloshed into the yard. 
Her knees sunk into the muddy mulch beds. She couldn’t dig a proper hole in the 
rain. When she drew back the mud, it made a sucking noise, but she didn’t care. The light 
from the flashlight cast eerie shadows across the yard. She made a trench in the ground a 
few inches deep and poured in the seeds liberally. No careful lines of tomatoes and 
eggplants. They would all grow tangled up next to each other.  
She wiped her wet face with the back of her sweatshirt, rubbing a dark streak 
across her forehead. Next came the bulbs. Each one felt raw and fleshy in her hands. She 
placed these more carefully, interspersing the bulbs a few inches apart. Even as she patted 
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the mud back over the bulbs, the rain made great welts in the earth, and she could see the 
tops of them peeking from the ground. 
When she finally returned inside, the rain seemed to have soaked her insides, and 
she collapsed, half-drowned onto the sheets. She took up the entire bed. 
 
Evelyn didn’t open her eyes at first. She could feel the sunlight on her eyelids, 
creating a kaleidoscope of color even before they fluttered open. She had a numbing 
headache. The sheets stuck strangely to her damp body. She rolled over and stretched her 
legs wide. She reached for David and then, turning saw that she had the full space of the 
bed. Only then did the reality of the previous day wash over her, and she shut her eyes 
again quickly to return to sleep. But it had passed. 
The sheets were crusty with mud, and when she got up to strip the bed, she found 
herself ankle deep in water. She carried the sheets downstairs. 
Peeking from the blinds, she looked upon the warzone that had just yesterday 
been a very respectable front yard. The beds had flooded so that the mulch had spread 
into the once manicured lawn.  
She dropped the sheets by the front door, where she found David’s work boots 
and trowel. She shoved on the boots and headed outside, trowel in hand. The seeds had 
floated to the top and washed away. She fell onto her knees and tilled the soft, sludgy 
earth, combing the soil for the bulbs. She found a few of them and replanted them, 
patting the earth back over. 
As she worked, she remembered the ties. The night before came back in tattered 
shreds, and she felt a gnawing anxiety. Surely she had dreamed of the monstrous tree. But 
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the more fragments that aligned themselves in her memory, the more she felt that it had 
not been a dream at all.  
She stood slowly and wiped the sweat from her hairline, smearing a line of dirt 
across her face. Taking a deep breath, she walked across the lawn and to the side yard 
where the magnolia tree stood.  
When she looked up, she didn’t look at the magnolia tree but rather at her open 
window. The curtain fluttered, and she saw the tree filled with ties even before she turned 
toward it. Some of the ties had slipped from the branches during the storm. They looked 
like a rainbow of snakes slinking in the mud. But most of the ties still hung from the 
branches, like strange monstrous appendages in a Dali painting.   
The wind rustled the branches, sending the ties fluttering. She ran under the tree, 
letting the ties rain down on her. She reached for them, catching them and letting them 
go. She collapsed in a muddied heap beside them.  





“The Absinthe Drinker” 





The Absinthe Drinker, 1901 
 
 
 The bartender had already poured her a drink when Audrey stumbled inside. He 
did this for all of the regulars. Audrey shivered from the wet and cold. She was not yet 
drunk but wanted to be. She found a table far from the window and shrugged off her red 
shawl.  
“Water, Madame?” the bartender asked her in French, and she nodded.  
He added water from a simple carafe into her half-filled glass of absinthe and 
handed her a small tray with a sugar cube and spoon.  
“Put this on my husband’s tab,” Audrey said in faltering French. 
He nodded. “Of course, Madame. Will he be joining you?” 
“He’s not coming.” 
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The bartender nodded. “I see him very rarely now.”  
Audrey dropped the small cube of sugar into the glass, watched it bob in the light 
green liquid and stirred. 
“He comes at night,” she said, studying the bartender.  
Audrey decided she liked his face. It was kind. He was kind. She liked his light 
blue eyes and dark mustache. 
“Yes, that’s when I see him,” he said. 
The café buzzed with afternoon diners, all shaking off dripping coats and 
warming themselves with food and drink. One woman’s voice rose above the rest – shrill 
and distinct. The woman wore a flashy bright purple hat and pearls and was seated at the 
bar. Audrey lifted the glass to her lips and took a small, burning sip. She could smell the 
anise before she tasted it. She drank deeply and felt instantly warmer. 
“He comes with her,” Audrey said, and she pointed to Purple Hat. 
The bartender followed her gaze. “Yes,” and he brought her another.  
Audrey stirred in the sugar cube and sipped. “No water this time.” 
“It’s quite strong,” he said. 
“Yes, that’s what the sugar’s for.” 
The bartender looked away. 
“Tell me,” she said, pulling him close. “Can she hold her liquor?” 
“Not above two glasses,” he said. 
She felt that they had bonded, she and the bartender. “Then when she orders, be 
sure to make hers extra strong,” she said. 
The bartender excused himself to attend to others.  
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Audrey could feel a nice humming space stretch right below her temple. And she 
laughed quietly, felt her lips peel back as if they were detached from the rest of her face. 
“A woman who can’t hold her liquor.” 
The roar of the other diners had quieted to a steady hum, and the shrill woman’s 
voice had settled among the others. Audrey decided she quite liked the warm glow of the 
café. From the table, she could see the others in double, watch their reflections in the 
mirror behind the bar. She studied the woman in the purple hat, how her hands flashed 
back and forth in the mirror as she talked. 
She hadn’t noticed that her glass was empty until the bartender returned.  
“What do you think of a divorced woman?” Audrey asked in English, and she 
leaned far back as if to see the whole of the bartender. 
 “I think it’s not my place to say,” he said.	  “But	  it’s	  1901	  and	  times	  are	  
changing.”	  
“Yes,	  that’s	  what	  I	  think,	  with	  Moulin	  Rouge	  and	  all	  that.”	  
He poured her a glass of water. “Drink,” he said. 
She drank. “So I guess you know all about her by now?”  
“I know a little.” 
“You know a lot,” she said. “Everyone does.” 
“I’ll bring you another,” he said. 
He brought her another.  
She was surveying herself in the mirror. “I’m trying to decide if I look different 
divorced?” 
The bartender didn’t answer. 
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She had aged a little, maybe. They had married ten years ago and moved to Paris 
for him to pursue his art almost immediately. They hadn’t returned to America. She 
wondered if her friends back home would recognize her now. She couldn’t imagine 
returning. 
“Do you remember when my husband and I first came to this bar?” she asked. 
The bartender nodded. “Of course, Madame.” 
“We were young.” 
He smiled. “We were all young,” he said. 
“And stupid.” 
“Maybe.” 
“We came almost every night.” 
“For ten years,” he said.  
“And then we didn’t.”  
He nodded. 
It had been six months since she’d last come. “And then she came,” Audrey said. 
“Yes.” 
“Everything reminds me of him,” she said. “But I guess that will eventually go 
away.” 
“We were surprised you came back. But quite glad,” the bartender said. 
“I don’t know anything else. Where would I go?” She took another sip, let it settle 
on her tongue and swallowed. “I guess that’s what happens when you follow your 
husband abroad.” 
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She turned to watch the others at the bar. The figures were a happy blur, their 
muffled voices rising and falling, indecipherable from one another.   
“I’d like to buy her a drink,” she told the bartender. “Tell her it’s courtesy of the 
Mrs. and put it on his tab. Then bring me one more.” 
“You will be sick,” he said. 
“I’m already quite ill,” she said. “One more won’t hurt me.” 
The bartender left. She watched him fix the drink. Purple Hat turned toward her 
when he delivered it. Her expression was indistinct, like an Impressionist painting. 
Audrey could tell from her quick movement that she had refused it. 
The bartender brought her both drinks. She raised the first glass toward Purple 
Hat. “To you,” she said, loud enough for the woman to hear. 
She drained the glass and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 
“You are quite drunk, I am afraid,” the bartender said. “You really shouldn’t drink 
anymore.” 
“I can’t feel a thing,” she said, touching her face. “I’m quite content.” 
“It won’t last,” he said.  
“Then I’ll just get another.” 
“And then?” 
“Another.” She slumped over the table, fingered the rim of the glass. It was 
slightly wet where her lips had been. “What do you think he sees in her?” she almost 
whispered. 
The bartender shook his head. “I have never tried to understand other men and 
their other women,” he said. 
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“You’re very wise,” she said. 
“You can stay here a while, once you’ve finished,” he said, and returned to the 
bar.  
She followed him with her eyes. The figures at the bar swam lazily in front of her. 
They seemed to reflect three and four times in the mirror. A quartet of men in dark suits 
walked up to the four Purple Hats. Four long, pearly white arms stretched toward the 
men, and the men took the hands and kissed each one of them. The absinthe drinker knew 
that the men were not her husband. She could tell by the handkerchiefs blooming from 
their jacket pockets. She wondered, dully, who these men were and what hold they had 
on the purple hatted ladies.   
She took one last sip of her drink, then stood to leave. She fell back in her seat 
and used the table to lift herself up. Her red shawl was still damp from the rain but she 
shrugged it back on anyway and staggered to the bar.  
She found herself quite close to Purple Hat. Their faces were inches from each 
other. She pulled her close and kissed her hard on the lips. They were wet and tasted like 
licorice. 






















“A seventeenth century Tigerwood sideboard, starting at six-hundred. Six-
hundred. Six-hundred. Do I hear six-hundred? Six-hundred to the young lady in the back. 
Six-fifty, six-fifty. I see six-fifty in the front. Seven-hundred, seven-hundred to the 
woman in the hat. Seven-eight-hundred on the phone. Eight-fifty. Do I hear eight-fifty? 
Nine-hundred on the phone, nine-nine-fifty to the lady in the back.” 
The auctioneer continued.  
Ginger sighed loudly. “I wish he’d get tongue-tied just once,” she said, leaning 
over her husband. 
“Shhh…,” he said. “I’m trying to concentrate.” 
“Oh, you’re not really going to buy it, are you?” and Ginger slumped in her seat. 
“We have so many sideboards. I wouldn’t know what to do with another one.” 
“Shhh.” 
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“This is a fine piece, really a steal at – One-thousand-two-hundred,” the 
auctioneer continued. “A good move from the woman in the front. Now, one thousand, 
three-four-hundred to the young woman in the back. Fifteen-hundred. Do I hear fifteen-
hundred? Fifteen-hundred. Fair warning. Fair warning.” 
“Are you going to get it?” Ginger asked. “I really wish you wouldn’t.” 
Her husband raised his number. 
“I see fifteen-hundred to the gentleman in the back. A good choice, my man. 
Sixteen-hundred. Sixteen-hundred. Do I hear sixteen-hundred. Sixteen-hundred. Fair 
warning, fair warning. Sixteen-hundred. And SOLD to the gentleman in the back for 
fifteen-hundred. Really, what a steal.” 
Ginger groaned. “What am I going to do with another side table, darling?” 
“It’s a sideboard,” he said. “And I’ll handle it.” 
The auctioneer rapped the gavel on the podium and moved on to a selection of 
fine nineteenth century Chinese shrimp bowls. “Starting out at three-hundred.” 
“I’m bored,” Ginger said and applied another layer of bright red lipstick to her 
already plump and lacquered lips. 
“My dear girl, you’re always bored,” her husband said. “Just sit still, why don’t 
you.” 
“Lately, you’re always telling me to sit still,” she said, running her hand through 
ruddy curls. “You didn’t use to do that.” 
They used to take long road trips, mapping out their route late the night before 
and getting up early to start. They’d stop at roadside diners and make up weird and grand 
lives for the people eating around them. Now they just bought sideboards.  
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“Why don’t you pick something out you like,” he said. “And I’ll buy it for you.” 
“It’s all old stuff,” Ginger said. “Horridly old and boring.” 
“It’s called antique,” her husband said. 
“Whatever.” 
Ginger caught her husband’s eyes roving the room. “What are you looking at?” 
she asked. 
“A woman with taste.” 
“Hah!” but she followed his gaze. 
The woman was quite a bit older than Ginger, with her hair starting to gray, 
elegant streaks running through the brown. A small green feather hat perched over one 
ear. It bobbed up and down as she looked from the auctioneer to her catalogue, scribbling 
copious notes beside each item for sale. 
“What a bore,” said Ginger. 
“What a lady,” said her husband. 
Ginger turned to her husband. “Are you just saying that to bother me or do you 
really mean it?” 
He didn’t say anything, and Ginger couldn’t keep her eyes off the woman in the 
green hat, who suddenly raised her arm for a bid. She wondered what the woman did for 
a living. 
“What’s the sale?” Ginger asked her husband. 
“It’s a seventeenth century Japanese screen.” 
 Cherry trees blossomed around the yellowed screen, with a golden pagoda rising 
in the background. Where would she put a screen like that? 
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“I wonder if she’s ever been to Japan,” Ginger said. 
The woman in the green hat bought the screen for $2,300. The man beside her 
squeezed her arm slightly, and her face flushed. She scrawled the price next to the 
catalogue item and then refocused her attention on the next bid. 
Another screen went up for sale. After a few bids, the woman in the green hat 
raised her paddle.   
“Nine-hundred to the lady in the green hat,” the auctioneer said. “Do I hear one-
thousand? This is a state-of-the-art silkscreen, fine condition and – yes, I see one-
thousand in the front. One-thousand, one-hundred? One-thousand, one-hundred to the 
woman in the center. One-thousand, two-hundred. One-thousand, two-hundred. Fair 
warning. One-thousand, two-hundred. How about it?” He eyed the lady in the green hat. 
She nodded slightly. 
“One-thousand, two-hundred to the lady. One-thousand, three-hundred. One-
thousand, three-hundred.”  
“I think she’s going to buy all of them,” Ginger said to her husband. “She’s won 
everything she’s bid on.” 
“Did you want one?” her husband asked. 
“Of course not,” Ginger said. “It’s just the principle of the matter.” 
“I’ll get you one if you’d like it.” 
“What would I do with an Asian screen?” Ginger asked. “I don’t even know how 
to use chopsticks.” 
Her husband raised his eyebrows and stared straight ahead. 
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The woman in the green hat won the screen. Ginger imagined the woman 
returning home with a dozen screens. Maybe she’d barricade herself from her husband. 
There was an idea. 
The auctioneer introduced the next item – a set of cut-glass cordials – and the 
woman in the green hat walked out of the room. 
Ginger stood and followed her. 
The woman turned at the bathroom door. “Are you coming in?” she asked and 
raised her pencil-thin eyebrows. 
“It’s a public bathroom, isn’t it?”  
This was the first opportunity Ginger had of seeing the woman in full. The 
woman was quite striking and thin. Her cheeks were stretched over high cheekbones, 
brightly rouged. Her eyes were gray and arresting. 
“My husband finds you interesting,” Ginger said and studied her own reflection in 
the mirror. She seemed comparatively small and un-colorful, except for her nest of red 
hair. 
“I’m a very interesting person,” the woman said and then extended her hand. 
“Zhee, and you?” 
Ginger stared.  
“My name is Zhee,” the woman repeated. She had a British accent.  
“How exotic,” said Ginger. 
“And yours?” 
“Ginger,” and she took the woman’s outstretched hand. It was damp and her grip 
was quite loose, like shaking a dead fish. 
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“Very original,” said Zhee.  
“Not really,” said Ginger. “Lots of redheads are called Ginger.” 
“I was being sarcastic.” 
“My mother had no imagination.” 
Zhee raised her eyebrows again, and Ginger had the distinct impression that the 
woman’s eyebrows were connected to puppet strings. They lifted impossibly high.  
 “So why are you here?” Ginger asked. “Did your husband drag you along, too?” 
 Zhee dug through her purse and took a swig from a flask. “I’m a collector,” she 
said. “And as for that husband business, I’ve never married Art. He proposed many times, 
but after two failed marriages I said, ‘never again.’” 
 “Oh.” 
 “You haven’t been married long.” It wasn’t a question. 
 “Six months.” 
 “And?” She did the eyebrow thing again. 
 “Like I said, he finds you interesting.” 
 “My dear girl, he’s a man,” Zhee smiled and took another sip from her flask. 
“He’s going to find other women interesting. Your job is to be more interesting.” 
 Ginger turned back to the mirror. 
 “You won’t change that quickly, dear girl.” 
 “I know.” 
 “I mean, not without work,” Zhee amended, and she shuffled through her purse a 
second time. She emerged with a pair of scissors shaped like a bird, with arched, winged 
handles and the blades firmed into a beak.  
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 “Pretty,” Ginger said. 
“Antique,” Zhee said and snapped the air a few times. And then, “How attached 
are you to your hair?” 
“Quite,” said Ginger, putting her hands protectively over her scalp. “It’s my best 
feature.” 
“Because, you see, if you were willing to change it up a bit, it might do something 
for your overall experience. Make you seem more exotic.” 
“We don’t all have accents.” 
“That’s true.” 
And it was Ginger’s turn to raise her eyebrows. “Wait, what happened to yours?” 
she asked. “Your accent – it’s gone.” 
“Why do you think your husband’s here?” she asked. “Why do you think I’m 
here? Why do you think everybody in that room is here right now?” 
Ginger shrugged. “They like antiques?” 
“Hardly,” Zhee laughed and handed Ginger her flask. “We’re all looking for 
something else. Something different. Something with worth.” 
“Uh-huh.” Ginger took a drag on the flask. The whisky burned her lips and throat, 
and she coughed. 
“So how about it then?” and Zhee snapped the scissors again. 
“Maybe an inch or so.” 
Zhee shook her head. “I’ll just leave you with the scissors,” she said, turning to 
the door. “And the flask.” She patted Ginger on the shoulder. 
“But don’t you have to go to the bathroom?” Ginger asked. 
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“I just needed to make sure my face was in tact,” Zhee said, falling back into her 
British accent. “Besides, I don’t want to miss the Chinese fans,” and she mimed covering 
her face with a fan. 
A waft of the auctioneer’s voice floated inside the bathroom as the door opened 
and shut behind her.  
“Two-thousand, five-hundred. Fair warning. Fair warning.” 
And Ginger was in fact left with the scissors and the flask. She took a long sip and 
untied her hair. Red curls bundled down her back and fell to her shoulders.  
She snapped the scissors in the air as she’d seen Zhee do, laid them on the sink 
and sipped the whisky. She snipped off a few hairs from the very end, and they fell into 
the sink.  
She studied her reflection in the mirror and thought of her husband in the auction 
room, raising his paddle. She grabbed a few locks and cut just below her finger. Red 
ringlets fell in quick succession.  
Ginger imagined walking back into the auction room. Her husband wouldn’t even 
recognize her. He would be shocked, maybe even angered. She hoped he would be just a 
little angry.  
She would walk right up to him in the middle of the auction and introduce herself. 
She would need a new name. She would extend her hand and give her new name and then 
look him right in the eye and wait for the recognition to register. The thought gave her a 
thrill.  
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She raised her eyes to the mirror and looked at herself steadily. Then she lifted the 
flask and took a long draught. She could no longer feel the burn of the whisky. She cut in 
a diagonal.  
 
























 When Henry brought his new wife to La Scala, he anticipated a quiet evening at 
the opera. They had just taken their box seats in the palco centrale with a perfect view of 
the stage. He had been to La Scala only once before – on his honeymoon with the first 
wife – but the opera house had a familiarity that made him feel as if he’d never left.  
Even before the conductor raised his arms, Henry expected the pompous flourish 
of the baton, motioning the orchestra to begin. He anticipated the excited whispering of 
the audience before the curtains opened. And he heard the urgent rustle of the red velvet 
curtains as the singers walked onto stage before the curtains had yet unfurled. All of this 
he replayed in his mind so often that he could not distinguish memory from present 
reality. 
Only when his new wife, Gwenyth, squeezed his knee, did Henry realize that he 
was in fact truly in the theater. She was almost regal, her long neck inclined slightly to 
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look at the people below and the backs of her legs brushing the plush red velvet cushion 
of her seat. With thick blond locks and milky skin, she was beautiful in a different way 
than his first wife, Francesca. Instead of stormy gray eyes, Gwenyth had light blue-green 
eyes he wanted to swim in.  
“This is just the perfect honeymoon,” Gwenyth cooed in his ear.  
“It’s only just started,” Henry smiled. “And tomorrow we’ll tour the duomo.” 
Henry had met Francesca in concert at a tiny theater in Milan. She was the 
soprano and played Violetta Valéry in “La Traviata.” Henry thought she sang like an 
angel. Afterward, a friend introduced them, and they had walked to the duomo, admiring 
how the lacy white marble glowed, making the cathedral grand and luminous. She had 
started to sing, her voice carrying far beyond the piazza. Sometimes Henry still dreamed 
of Francesca singing just for him as she had that night, the heated lilt of her voice in his 
ear.  
The rich rustle of red velvet curtains and then the singers walked onto stage for 
the first act of “La Traviata.” That’s when Gwenyth’s questions began. Henry hadn’t 
expected all of the questions. 
“Where are the subtitles?” she asked, tapping his shoulder. 
 “You mean the surtitles?” He spoke quietly, his words soft and heavy in her ear.   
 “Yeah, where are they?” 
 “We’re at an Italian opera.” 
 “Right, and I don’t speak Italian.” 
 “We’re in Italy.” 
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Gwenyth turned back to the stage, and Henry rejoiced that his answer had 
sufficed. But then: “Yes, Henry, I know we’re in Italy, but I still don’t understand about 
the surtitles.”  
 Henry wasn’t used to all the questions. Francesca had always glowered at the 
couples that whispered during a performance. He squirmed at the thought of her frowning 
at them.  
 On stage, the performers had gathered in a crowded Parisian salon. They hugged 
and toasted one another and kissed all around. 
“What a party!” Gwenyth exclaimed. “But why are they celebrating?” 
 “The protagonist, Violetta, was very ill,” Henry explained. “But she got better, 
and Alfredo has just pronounced his love for her.” 
 Alfredo’s rich tenor voice belted: 
Un dì, felice, eterea,  
Mi balenaste innante,  
E da quel dì tremante  
Vissi d'ignoto amor.  
Di quell'amor, quell'amor ch'è palpito 
 Dell'universo, Dell'universo intero,  
Misterioso, Misterioso altero,  
Croce, croce e delizia. 
Croce e delizia, delizia al cor. 
*** 
Translation:   One day, you, happy, ethereal 
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Appeared before me. 
And ever since, trembling, 
I lived from unknown love. 
Love is the pulse of the universe,  
The whole universe,  
Mysterious, mysterious and proud,  
Torture, torture and delight  
Torture and delight, delight to the heart. 
“That makes no sense,” Gwenyth complained, when Henry whispered the loose 
translation. “Torture and delight? Unknown love? This Alfredo is one confused man.” 
“That’s opera,” Henry said. 
 
II. 
In the second act, Gwenyth fell asleep. She was not a graceful sleeper. Her head 
fell back and her mouth opened in a lopsided O. The dimmed lights cast grotesque 
shadows across her face, giving her the appearance of a Picasso sketch. From his chair, 
Henry decided she couldn’t be less like Francesca.  
Even when Francesca had fallen ill, she had still looked beautiful. After losing the 
color in her cheeks and after her frail frame had receded into the bed – even then her gray 
eyes gleamed and she hummed softly.  
On stage, Violetta clung to Alfredo, squeezing his shoulders and moving her 
hands around to his back. She must leave, she told him, although she did not want to. 
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“Amami, Alfredo, amami quant'io t'amo,” she said. “Love me, Alfredo. Love me as I love 
you.” 
“I will,” Henry whispered and then he caught himself. 
“Promise me that you’ll marry again,” Francesca had told him one day.  
The sun streamed into the window, lighting her face and making her look almost 
well. 
“I could never marry anyone but you,” he’d said. 
Francesca rolled her eyes. “There are other me’s,” she’d said. And then she 
squeezed his hand to soften the blow. “You found me once. You can find me again. But 
you will have to try.” 
Gwenyth’s breathing was heavy and slow. At intermission, Henry nudged her 
awake. He was ready to leave. “Do you want a drink at the bar?” he asked. 
 “That sounds nice,” Gwenyth said. 
She shrugged on her coat, and he escorted her to the lobby bar, his hand on the 
curve of her back. The crowd had gathered along the spiral staircase and into the bar. 
Tailored coats and long gowns paraded around the lounge with steaming cups of 
espresso. 
 The room was just as he remembered: the mosaic marble floors underfoot, the 
gold-framed mirrors behind the bar reflecting the many liquor bottles in endless rows and 
the crystal chandeliers refracting rainbows above their heads. The scene was a bit 
overwhelming, Henry decided, with the hushed frenzy of voices exclaiming over the 
opera and the ceaseless rattle of china cups clinking against saucers. 
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 One woman caught Henry’s particular attention. The soft creamy pudge of her 
back peaked over a green strapless dress. From behind, she looked exactly like 
Francesca: dark ringlets fell in wispy locks down her waist, and she had a way of 
standing with her arm crooked on her hip and leaning ever so slightly as if she was better 
trying to hear those around her. He wanted to turn her around just to make sure. 
Francesca had died more than a year ago, and since then he had seen her in many 
people but never such an exact likeness, not even in Gwenyth. Henry could not quite hear 
her voice over the dull roar, but he could tell by the way that she moved almost her whole 
body while speaking that she was an animated storyteller. She twisted her long black sash 
around her finger as she spoke. 
 “Let’s have champagne,” Gwenyth said, grabbing Henry’s arm. Gwenyth had the 
unfortunate habit of puffing her lips in a whine when she didn’t get her way, and she did 
so now. 
 Henry turned toward her, patting her hand a little too hard. He ordered two glasses 
of champagne. He drank his quickly and got another. 
 “Henry,” Gwenyth said, eyeing him over the rim of her glass, but Henry was not 
listening.  
 The woman in the green dress had turned from her group to Henry. As her eyes 
swept the room, they met his fleetingly. A flicker of recognition crossed her eyes: dark 
gray with gold rays, like the sun streaming through. She raised her martini glass slightly, 
and Henry imagined that this was just for him. 
As the woman let loose a rich laugh, Henry decided she not only looked like 
Francesca, but sounded like her, too. He felt that he was drawing closer toward her, yet 
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he hadn’t moved, just his gaze had somehow narrowed in so that she was all that he saw 
in the room. 
 “Henry,” from his new wife, and Henry found that he was once again holding an 
empty glass.  
 “I’m sorry, darling,” and then an idea seized him. “I’m sure you want to get back 
to your seat.” He guided her from the bar by the crook of her elbow. 
 “No, Henry, I’m really quite happy right here,” she said, struggling, but they were 
already halfway up the staircase. “I just want to talk. Henry, Henry, stop.” 
 Henry only stopped after he’d helped her from her jacket and into her seat.  
 “Excuse me,” he said and hurried back down the curved staircase.   
 Returning to the swarming bar, Henry scanned the crowd for the woman in the 
green dress. He found the group of men she’d been talking to, but there was no trace of 
her. 
 “Excuse me,” he said, coming to the group of men. “But have you seen the 
woman you were talking with?” 
 A mustachioed man in the middle raised his eyebrows. 
 “You know, the one in the green dress,” Henry said. 
 The man frowned and the others shrugged, closing him out of their circle. Henry 
cursed his inability to speak Italian.  
Henry wrapped his knuckles on the marble countertop, and the bartender looked 
up. “May I help you, signor?” the bartender asked in stilted English.  
 “The woman that was just here – ” Henry began. “She was wearing a green dress, 
and she was drinking a martini. Do you know where she is?” 
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 The bartender shook his head. “There are many women drinking tonight, signor.” 
 Henry nodded and turned quickly. A blur of green hurried past him and skimmed 
up the staircase. He followed, but she had disappeared into a thick crowd, all sipping their 
drinks and laughing lightly and in no way bothered by his hurried gate. He shoved past 
them, tripping up the stairs.  
 Henry knew that the woman in the green dress couldn’t be his wife. He did not 
believe in ghosts. And yet – he could just see the sliver of green bobbing behind a couple 
at the top of the stairs. He lunged for her sash but grasped air instead. 
 The startled couple sidestepped out of his way, but the lady in the green dress had 
disappeared. Someone tapped him on the shoulder. 
 “What are you doing?”  
 He smiled at the familiar lilt and turned. “Francesca?” 
 “No, Gwenyth.” She puffed her lips. 
 “I’m sorry, darling, I didn’t mean –” 
 “Don’t.” She held a hand to stop him. “Just don’t.” 
 Henry wondered vaguely if the woman in the green dress had ascended another 
staircase to her seat. He hoped his conversation with Gwenyth wouldn’t ruin his chances 
of finding her. 
 “Look, I realize that I’m acting a little strange.” 
 “A little. You think?” 
 “But I thought I saw someone I knew.” 
 “Your wife? Your dead wife.” It wasn’t a question. Her lip shuttered. “And what 
does that make me?” 
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 She slipped past him, leaving Henry at the top of the staircase. The lights 
flickered and the crowd rushed by. He felt that they went through him. 
 
III. 
 Henry returned in time for the third and final act. He found Gwenyth’s seat 
empty. 
Violetta sang her aria: “Addio, del passato bei sogni ridenti.” Her voice was soft 
and melodic. She ambled slowly about the stage and collapsed on a large white clock, the 
hour and minute hands stilled at midnight. “Farewell past, happy dreams of days gone 
bye.”  
From his seat, he could not find the woman in the green dress, and Henry began to 
think she’d never really been there at all.  
Gwenyth’s chair was warm to the touch, and Henry kept his hand on the seat 
cushion long after the final curtain call. 


























 I was walking down the street when I saw you. 
 “Hey, you,” you said. 
 “What are the chances?” I said. “With 4 million men in the city?” 
 I was engaged, and you were seeing someone back in Chicago. We went for 
drinks at that little hole in the wall on the corner of 103rd and Amsterdam. It was early 
afternoon, so the bar was mostly empty. We sat on frayed bar stools, and you ordered a 
scotch for yourself and a rum and Diet for me.  
 “That is what you wanted, right?” you asked, after.  
 And there was that moment of awkwardness that comes with knowing too much 
about someone that’s become a stranger. We sat in silence while the bartender fixed our 
drinks. 
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 “It’s good to see you,” you said. “It’s been a long time.” 
 “I didn’t know you were in the city,” I said, and I realized that my voice sounded 
defensive, like I wouldn’t have moved to New York if I’d known – like I’d have stayed 
away from the whole damn city just to avoid situations like these. 
 The bartender brought us our drinks, and we preoccupied ourselves with sipping 
and swallowing. 
 “I’m actually about to move,” you said, when you had only ice to clink around the 
glass. “Two days from now. Leave it to fate to see you before I go.” 
 “You are clichéd,” I said. “Fraught and clichéd.” 
 “And you haven’t changed.” 
 “Neither have you, I guess.” I took a long sip and watched your thumb and 
forefinger working the glass.  
 “You know, I kind of hoped this would happen,” you said. “I mean I didn’t think 
it would, but I still thought it would be nice.” 
 “You’re not supposed to say that ‘til the third drink,” I said. “We’re still on 
number one.” 
 You laughed. “So you’ll stay for another?” and you ordered a second round. 
 We hadn’t talked since graduation, and I wasn’t sure why we were talking now. 
Maybe there are some people you can never quite detach yourself from completely. I 
don’t know. That’s just a theory. 
 We drank in silence. 
“Well, are you going to tell me about her, or am I going to have to ask?” I said. 
 “Looks like you already have.” 
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 “Well?” 
 “She’s from Chicago,” you said. “She’s Chicagoan. Or maybe she’s a Chicagoer. 
Which is it? I can never remember. She’s from the Windy City.” 
 “I gathered.” 
 “There’s not much more to say. What about him?” 
 “He’s predictable,” I said. 
 “Sounds boring.” 
 “It’s not.” 
 You looked down at your drink, ran your finger along the rim. It made an airy, 
musical sound.  
 “You believe in fate?” you asked. 
 I snorted. “You know I never have.” 
 “Some things change.” 
 “Yes, some things.” 
 “You haven’t,” you said. “You’re as impenetrable as ever.” 
 “And you’re still just as direct.” 
 “Am I? And I thought I was so mysterious,” and you flickered your eyebrows.  
 I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. You could always make me laugh. “You’re no 
Agatha Christie if that’s what you mean.” 
 “Fair enough,” you said. “But all the same, I’ve been thinking a lot about college 
lately.” 
 “The good ‘ole days,” I said with mock significance.  
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 “They weren’t all good,” you said. “Actually, lately I’ve been thinking mostly 
about the bad ones.” 
 “Lots of exams,” I said.  
 “Lots of what could have been.” 
 “Now, that’s a dangerous road.” 
 “I know,” and your eyes widened, and I realized you weren’t joking anymore. I 
wasn’t quite sure where the joke had stopped and the truth had begun.  
 “I mean, haven’t you – ever?” 
 “Haven’t I ever what?” 
 “Haven’t you ever considered what would have happened if things had been 
different?” 
 “Well, sure.” 
 You smiled. “See what I mean?” 
 “But I mean, I’m not brooding over it or anything,” I added quickly. “It’s just a 
passing, fleeting thought I’ve had maybe once every two or three years.” 
 “So it’s recurring?”  
 “It’s sporadic,” I said, adjusting my seat at the bar. 
 “But you’ve had the thought?” 
 “Well, yeah.” 
 You looked relieved. “Good, at least I know I’m not going crazy.” 
 “No, you’re not,” I said. “Or maybe we both are.” 
 “I’m okay with that.” 
 We laughed. 
Palmer 102 
 “So what have you considered?” you asked. 
 “You mean about these hypothetical versions of ourselves?” I said. 
 “Yeah, what do you think happened to them?” 
 “Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “But a happy ending, certainly.” 
 “Well, of course,” you said. “You’d have to be practically suicidal to imagine 
anything less than hypothetical happiness.” 
 I sipped my drink slowly, thinking. “I guess whenever I’ve imagined it, I’ve 
thought of us living in Queens.” 
 You laughed. “Queens? Why Queens?” 
 “Well, we’d have been too poor to live in Manhattan,” I said. “But Brooklyn is 
too stereotyped, so we could have never gone there. That’s where everybody else poor 
would have gone who wanted to stay in the city. Like Abby and Jay Lewis.” 
 “I haven’t thought of them in years,” you said. “They got married right out of 
college, didn’t they?” 
 I nodded. 
“But wait,” you said. “Why would we be poor?” 
 “You got a degree in philosophy,” I said. “We’d hardly be wealthy as 
newlyweds.” 
 “I went back,” you said. “I’m in corporate finance.” 
 “Huh,” and I couldn’t imagine you in corporate finance. Didn’t really want to, 
either. 
 “But newlyweds, huh? So we got married?” you asked. 
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 “Well, sure, hypothetically speaking. I mean I’m not opposed to the convention,” 
and I flashed my engagement ring. 
 “Hypothetical marriage,” he nodded. “I can deal with that. What about children?” 
 “One.” 
 “Just one?” 
 “Well really any number is fine except two-and-a-half.” 
 “Yes, I agree. That wouldn’t be us,” you said. “We’d have never been a couple to 
have two-and-a-half kids.” 
 “Never,” I agreed.  
 “And the weekends?” 
 “Hmmm…. Maybe a country house in Connecticut,” I said. 
 “To get away from the city,” you said.  
 “Yeah, fresh air and lots of space to run around.” 
 “Maybe a few horses, too.” 
 “That would be nice.” 
 We finished our drinks.  
“I like that version of ourselves,” you said. 
 “Yeah.” 
 We both smiled. We looked at each other too long and both glanced down at the 
same time. 
 “So Chicago, huh?” I asked. 
 “That’s the plan.” 
 “‘The plan,’ huh? That’s a scary word.” 
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 “No more hypotheticals, you know?” 
 And I nodded. “The real thing,” I said. 
 You got the bill.  
 I protested. 
 “I’d have always picked up the bill,” you said. 
 “You always did,” I said. 
 You walked me to the train stop. 
“We should do this again sometime,” you said. 
 And I agreed. 
 But, of course, we both knew we wouldn’t.  
I think we always knew second meetings can only happen once, but that’s just a 
theory. 
I watched you down the road, then turned and headed down the stairs to get where 
I was going. 
	  
	  
